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Unit 16: BIOLOGY/Zoology 

Australian Tarantulas 
 

 
 

New Vocabulary 
palps 
spines 
stridulating organ 
deterrent 
pale fawn 
sheen, flimsy 
burrows, flange 

 
Specialised Vocabulary 
described / undescribed 
species 
predators 
habitats 
fangs 
mating 

 

Foreign plural nouns 
genus/genera 
 

Word family 
distribution 
distributed  

 

 

Preparing to read: What do you think of phobias? Could you give 
some examples of such phenomena? Before reading the following 
text which deals with Australian spiders, think whether you could 
suffer from arachnophobia. 
 

The Australian tarantulas (also called whistling, barking or bird-eating 

spiders) belong to four genera, Selenocosmia (four described species), 

Selenotholus and Selenotypus (with one species each), and Phlogiellus 

(undescribed species) in the family Theraphosidae. They are often 

known as whistling or barking spiders because of the sounds most 

species can produce by rubbing rows of modified spines on the basal 

segments of their palps (front pair of limb-like sensory/mating organs) 

against opposing spines on their jaw bases (the stridulating organ). 

The whistling or humming noise is most readily produced when the 

spider is disturbed and takes up a threatening defensive pose - it may act 

as a deterrent against predators. If you consider their distribution, the 

genus Selenocosmia is known from Queensland, New South Wales, 

South Australia and Western Australia. Selenocosmia stirlingi is the 

most southerly (reaching into north-western Victoria) and widely 

distributed species. It spans the continent in habitats ranging from 

rainforest to desert but is not found in the northern tropics. The species 

that is most often kept as a pet is often sold as Selenocosmia crassipes. 

However, many of the large petshop spiders come from the north 

Queensland areas around Cairns and are incorrectly identified. They are 

likely to be undescribed species of the Asian genus Phlogiellus. 

Selenocosmia crassipes has its main distribution further south in mid-

east Queensland. Selenotholus and Selenotypus are found in north-

western Queensland and the Northern Territory respectively. With 

respect to their identification the largest Australian tarantulas may reach 

a body length of 6 cm and a leg span of 16 cm, with powerful 1 cm long 

fangs. They have a large, heavy body, which varies in colour from dark 

chocolate-brown to pale fawn, often with a silvery sheen. Selenotypus 

plumipes is the only species that has long hairs on the rear legs, making 

it easily identifiable. However, it can be difficult to identify the other 

Australian tarantulas to species with many species as yet undescribed. 

Australian tarantulas rarely eat birds, despite often being called 'bird-

eating spiders'. Occasionally, hatchlings may be taken from nests on the 

ground, however the spiders mainly eat insects, lizards, frogs, and other 

spiders. Adult female Australian tarantulas live in web-lined burrows in 

the ground. Younger stages and males may use flimsy silk retreats under 

rocks and logs. The burrows may have a flange of grass or leftover soil 

from burrow excavation around the outer rim. Some burrows may even 

have a thin film of web around or across the entrance. The female 

Australian tarantula spends most of her life in her burrow.  

 
http://www.amonline.net.au/factsheets/tarantula.htm, retrieved on 30 October 

2008, 13:12. 

 

http://www.amonline.net.au/factsheets/tarantula.htm
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Section I 
VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES 

 
I. WORD FAMILY. The following two related words appear in your text:  
distribution and distributed. Say why they are related and find other 
words that belong to the same word family. Note them down in the grid 
below and make up sentences: 
 

1. distribution        2. distributed         3. ………………  

4. ………………………   

5. ………………       6. …………………       7. …………………       8. ……………… 
 

II. MAKE YOUR DICTIONARY ON PHOBIAS. In the table below you have some specific phobias 
in the biology field. Find them a key word in the right-hand column:  
 

Model: Arachnephobia/Arachnophobia 

herpetophobia, zoophobia, dendrophobia, 

bacteriophobia, botanophobia, apiphobia, 

suriphobia, phalacrophobia, ophidiophobia, 

scoleciphobia, ornithophobia, isopterophobia, 

mycophobia, spheksophobia, hematophobia, 

batrachophobia, cryophobia, verminophobia, 

taurophobia, pediculophobia, 

acarophobia, entomophobia/ insectophobia 

microbiophobia/ bacillophobia, osmophobia, 

ichthyophobia, anthrophobia, cynophobia,  

thalassophobia, algiophobia, hydrophobia 

pharmacophobia, thermophobia, frigophobia, 

traumatophobia, olfactophobia, gerontophobia. 

spiders 

 

 

mice, worms, bacteria, birds, animals, bald,  

bulls, cold, water, bees, blood, body odors, 

fish, ice/frost/extreme cold, dogs/rabies, 

medicine, reptiles/creepy/crawly things, 

flowers, frogs, germs, heat, injury, itching, 

pain, old, insects, ocean/sea, lice, microbes, 

plants, mushrooms, smells/odors, snakes, 

termites, trees, wasps 

  

III. DIFFERENT KINDS OF PHOBIAS. Match the following most frequent phobias with their 
scientific definitions below: neophobia, haphephobia, amaxophobia, claustrophobia, 
agoraphobia, pyrophobia, spectrophobia, acrophobia, phonophobia, toxiphobia, 
anthropophobia, xenophobia, sociophobia, monophobia, ophthalmophobia, and doxophobia/ 
glossophobia, thanatophobia. 
 

1. abnormal fear of being in open/crowded public places like markets 

2. fear of death/ dying 

3. morbid dread of fire 

4. fear/hatred of strangers/foreigners/anything that is strange/foreign 

5. dread of anything new, aversion to novelty 

6. fear of ghosts/specters 

7. a morbid fear of being touched 

8. abnormal fear of poisons/of being poisoned 

9. fear of being in/riding in a vehicle 

10. a pathological fear of people/human companionship 

11. abnormal dread of being in closed/ narrow/ confined spaces 

12. abnormal panic in society 

13 pathological fear of sound/speaking aloud, noises/voices speaking aloud/telephones 

14. abnormal/pathological dread of being in a high place, fear of heights 

15. fear of being stared at 

16.  a morbid dread of being alone 

17. fear of expressing opinions/speaking 
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Section II   
LANGUAGE FOCUS 

 
 
I. FOREIGN PLURALS are usually of Latin and Greek origin and are used 
in scientific language. Read the wordlist in the table below and find a 
context for each. (See G: II) 
Model:  

genus/genera - The Australian tarantulas belong to four genera. 

Foreign 

Singulars 

Foreign Plurals Foreign Singulars Foreign Plurals 

datum data medium media 

stratum strata addendum addenda 

symposium symposia bacterium bacteria 

radius radii nucleus nuclei 

bacillus bacilli stimulus stimuli 

larva larvae alga algae 

stamen stamina matrix matrices 

phenomenon phenomena criterion criteria 
 

II. QUALIFIERS/ADJECTIVES. Read the following gapped text and fill it in with the appropriate 
qualifying adjectives from this wordlist: aggressive, large, painful, limited, fascinating, severe,  

negative, positive, menacing, medical, small, Australian, reported, captive, growing. (See G: IV) 
 

There is (1) concern that collecting these spiders for the pet trade may have a (2) impact on 

populations of (3) tarantulas in northern Queensland. By removing the (4) adults from (5) local 

populations, collectors may be inadvertently endangering species that have not been properly studied 

or described yet and which may have (6) distributions. A few traders are developing (7) breeding 

programs to supply the pet market. This should be encouraged in the interests of conserving these (8) 

spiders. Although large, Australian tarantulas are not usually (9), but if provoked will 'rear up' and 

appear rather (10). The bite is (11), as the fangs are large and as long as those of many snakes. (12) 

illness sometimes results and nausea and vomiting for six to eight hours have been reported from bites. 

It is possible that the growing popularity of keeping these spiders as pets may be responsible for an 

increase in (13) bites. People who keep Australian tarantulas as pets must not attempt to handle them 

and should be very careful when cleaning their containers. Seek (14) attention if symptoms persist. 

Collect spider for a (15) identification.  
(http://www.amonline.net.au/factsheets/tarantula.htm, retrieved on 30 October 2008, 13:12) 
 

III. EMPHATIC IT/WHAT IN CLEFT SENTENCES. Rewrite the sentences so as to emphasize the 
words in italics, using It is/ was or introductory what. Find other examples in the Unit text and 
shift the emphasis using cleft sentences: (See G: XVI.2) 
 

Model: The Australian tarantulas are often known as whistling or barking spiders because of 

the sounds most species produce/ It is because of the sounds most species produce that the 

Australian tarantulas are often known as whistling or barking spiders. 

1. He worked as a researcher in a hospital in London ten years ago. 

It is he who................................................................................................................................... 

It was in a hospital that…………………………………………………………………………. 

It was in England where............................................................................................................... 

It was two years ago that.............................................................................................................. 

2. We need more money for our scientific experiment. / 

What……………………………………………………………………………………………..  

http://www.amonline.net.au/factsheets/tarantula.htm
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Section III  
TEXT STRUCTURE 

 
I. ON FEAR AND PHOBIAS. Read the following German saying and 
express your own opinion about its meaning in a short speaking activity. 
Pay attention to your discourse structure:  
 

Fear makes the wolf bigger than he is. 

 

II.  ESSAY WRITING. Now read the following excerpt from the famous 
science fiction novel by Frank Herbert, Dune, and write down an essay 

about the human feeling of fear and how Bene Gesserit, one of the characters, faces it in a very 
philosophical way. Note down what you think about this litany against fear under the form of an 
essay. (See G: H) 
 

“I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the little-death that brings total obliteration. I will face 

my fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me. And when it has gone past I will turn the 

inner eye to see its path. Where the fear has gone there will be nothing. Only I will remain.” 

 

III.  ORGANISING JUMBLED SENTENCES. The following paragraphs, dealing with spider 
mating have been mixed up.  Put them in the right order to make a coherent text then listen to it 
and check whether you have made the right choice: (See G: C) 
 

1. The spiderlings moult once within the egg sac before leaving it via a single hole. They will moult 

again before leaving their mother's nest as free-living individuals. Spiderlings have been observed 

feeding upon an insect provided by their mother, indicating some degree of maternal care in this 

species. Selenocosmia stirlingi, like other theraphosid spiders, sometimes constructs a cradle or 

hammock of webbing on which the spider lies when moulting.  

 

2. During spring and early summer, males approach the females' burrows, enticing them out to mate at 

the entrance. The male has to signal to the female that he is not potential prey, by drumming his palps 

(mating organs) on the ground and on the female's carapace (hard outer body covering). She will rear 

up in an aggressive stance while the male advances upon her, pushing her further backwards. He then 

inserts his palps one by one into the female's genital opening, before retreating. 

 

3. Males can be distinguished by their swollen palps (pair of front sensory/mating organs). Females 

may live up to twelve years, but the males usually die after mating at around five years of age. 

Females tend to be larger than males.  

 

4. Moulting takes place with the spider lying on its back, and can take from under one hour in 

spiderlings up to several hours for large mature females. Growth depends on the availability of food 

and moisture, with tropical species generally reaching maturity more quickly and in fewer steps than 

species with less reliable food and water supplies. Females continue to moult when sexually mature, 

while males will not moult again once mature.  

 
5. Attacks on the males have not been observed, and the males of Selenocosmia stirlingi do not 

possess spurs to secure the female's fangs while mating.This may indicate that males are much less 

likely to be killed during the mating process than the males of many other spider species. Several days 

later, the female lays about 50 eggs into a 30 mm diameter sac, which is stored in the burrow and 

protected by a tough cover of silk.  
(http://www.amonline.net.au/factsheets/tarantula.htm,retrieved on 30 October 2008, 13:12) 

http://www.amonline.net.au/factsheets/tarantula.htm,retrieved

