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Bees Can ‘Toot’ 
and ‘Quack’, Say 
Scientists 

From an early age, we all learn that bees go 
buzz. However, we’re not often taught that they 
can also ‘toot’ and ‘quack’!

Scientists have known for years that queen 
bees make noises described as ‘piping’. Yet, there 
has been disagreement about why they do this.

Recently, researchers at Nottingham Trent 
University have been studying these noises and 
they have a theory.

When a queen bee is ready to hatch, she 
makes ‘quacking’ noises. The scientists think this 
is to let the worker bees nearby know that she is 
ready to emerge.

After hatching, her ‘quacks’ become ‘toots’.
It used to be believed that the sounds the queen 
bees made were aimed at other queen bees still 
waiting to hatch. However, the new theory 
suggests that the ‘toots’ are instructions for the 
worker bees.

When they hear the new queen bee ‘tooting’, 
the worker bees try to keep captive the other 
queen bees still waiting to hatch. 

If two queen bees emerge at the same time, 
they will fight to the death.

When hearing the ‘toots’, the worker bees also 
get ready to swarm. This is when a new queen 
bee, and up to half the bees in the hive, leave to 
set up a new colony.

When the queen bee leaves, her ‘tooting’ can’t 
be heard any more. The waiting queen bee’s 
‘quacking’ can be heard again. 

So, the worker bees release a new 
‘quacking’ queen. She begins ‘tooting’ and the 
cycle continues.

When there is only one queen left in the hive 
and no ‘quacking’, the worker bees know not to 
swarm any more. All this is thanks to teamwork 
and good communication!

The researchers hope that their findings 
will help beekeepers know when a colony is 
about to swarm.

Honeybees, like all pollinators, are very 
important to our environment. Knowing more 
about them could help to support and protect 
these important little creatures. 
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Glossary

theory An idea based on scientific 
research.

emerge Break out from an egg or cocoon.

captive A person or animal which is 
imprisoned or confined.

colony A group of animals that live 
together.
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What are queen bees? 

• Honeybee colonies can have up to 50 000 bees in 
them, but only one queen bee.

• Queen bees are created when, as larvae, they are fed 
‘royal jelly’.
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Questions
1. How are queen bees created? 

 

2. The sentence “Honeybees, like all pollinators, are very important to our environment.” 
suggests that...

   Without honeybees, no plants would be pollinated.
   Honeybees are very helpful in the pollination of plants.
   Honeybees are important but don’t help with pollination.
   Honeybees like other pollinators.

3.	 Tick the boxes to show if each statement is true or false. 
True False 

The scientists think the queen bee ‘quacks’ to let the worker bees nearby 
know that she is ready to swarm.
The scientists think the queen bee ‘quacks’ to let the worker bees nearby 
know that she is ready to emerge.
If two queen bees emerge at the same time, they work together to build a 
stronger hive.
The	researchers	hope	their	findings	will	help	beekeepers.

4.	 Which of these alternative headlines best summarises the story?

   Pollinators under Threat from Queen Bees
   Honeybees Play Instruments
   Queen Bees Talk to Their Workers
   Bees Communicate with Other Species

5.	 In the paragraph beginning “So, the worker bees… ”, which word means ‘a series of events 
or processes that is repeated again and again’? 

  
 

6. Explain	how	this	new	theory	about	why	queen	bees	‘toot’	and	‘quack’	is	different	from	
what scientists used to think the noises were for.  
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Answers
1. How are queen bees created? 

The larvae are fed ‘royal jelly’.

2. The sentence “Honeybees, like all pollinators, are very important to our environment.” 
suggests that...

   Without honeybees, no plants would be pollinated.
   Honeybees are very helpful in the pollination of plants.
   Honeybees are important but don’t help with pollination.
   Honeybees like other pollinators.

3.	 Tick the boxes to show if each statement is true or false. 
True False 

The scientists think the queen bee ‘quacks’ to let the worker bees nearby 
know that she is ready to swarm.

✓

The scientists think the queen bee ‘quacks’ to let the worker bees nearby 
know that she is ready to emerge.

✓

If two queen bees emerge at the same time, they work together to build a 
stronger hive.

✓

The	researchers	hope	their	findings	will	help	beekeepers. ✓

4.	 Which of these alternative headlines best summarises the story?

   Pollinators under Threat from Queen Bees
   Honeybees Play Instruments
   Queen Bees Talk to Their Workers
   Bees Communicate with Other Species

5.	 In the paragraph beginning “So, the worker bees… ”, which word means ‘a series of events 
or processes that is repeated again and again’? 
cycle

6. Explain	how	this	new	theory	about	why	queen	bees	‘toot’	and	‘quack’	is	different	from	
what scientists used to think the noises were for.  
Accept an answer which references the sounds the queen bees make being for the 
workers rather than aimed at other queen bees, e.g. They used to think the queen 
bees were talking to each other; now, they think the queen bees are talking to the 
worker bees.
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