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Classroom Aquarium Education Program  

(Trout in the Classroom and Steelhead in the Classroom)   

 

Workshop Learning Activities 

 
The Point of Ecologically Based Learning Activities:  

 
Kids learn from play.  Play is enjoyable and self-motivating. Research shows that 
the more fun students have learning, the more they learn, and the longer they 
retain it. Games are especially important for kinesthetic learners, who can be 
shortchanged by our traditional educational system. There is no real substitute 
for experience, and learning by doing. And the more learning that is done 
outdoors, the less nature deficit disorder! 
 
AQUA WORDS 
 

Students brainstorm words that have to do with water.  The words are written on 
the board.  Then each student writes a short phrase about water.  When they are 
done, 4-5 students form a group and put their phrases together into a poem. 
Each group then reads their poem to the whole class. 
 
(This is “Painless Poetry,” as it is a group effort.  It can be followed by writing 
raps, news stories, bumper stickers, or individual poems.) 
 
HI, HELLO, GOTTA GO 

 
This “ice breaker” activity has everyone moving about meeting and greeting 
everyone else, similar to a cocktail party or a hatching batch of trout that meet 
each other for the first time.  Everyone is challenged to shake hands with as 
many people as possible within a 3-minute period.  They say their name as they 
point to their chest.  Then they shake hands and say “hi.”  Then they change the 
handshake by rotating their hands with thumbs still together, up to the “high five” 
position, shake again, and say “hello.”  Finally, they release their fingers from the 
handshake, and with thumbs still hooked together, wiggle their fingers at each 
other and say “gotta go.”  Then they both move on to new people.  After doing 
something this silly, it is easier for students and adults to participate more 
enthusiastically in subsequent activities. 
 
(This simulates how trout cross paths but keep moving so they can get to the sea 
by the time their bodies are ready to adapt to salt water; there is no time to dilly 
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dally.  Debrief: Parallels can be drawn to people making quick judgments about 
choosing friends.) 

 
 
LEARNING TO LOOK, LOOKING TO SEE 
 

Students pair up and observe each other’s physical appearance.  Then they turn 
their backs to each other and change one feature of their appearance.  They face 
each other once again and try to spot the changes. The class can then be 
surveyed to discover the different creative changes that were made.  No 
changing of personalities or attitudes are allowed—only visible features. 
 
Observation is probably the most important science skill to learn. Wildlife needs 
this skill as well  
to find food, water and shelter and avoid predators. Classroom interactive 
activities also aid learning by involving more senses. 
 
OH TROUT! (OR OH STEELHEAD!) 
 

This simulation game is about the need for food, water and shelter.  Fingerlings 
must be able to find all three to survive their trip to the sea.  Students form a 
circle with 4-6 trout in the middle.  The students then guess how many trout will 
survive before playing each round.  Each trout (in the middle) and member of the 
circle around them (the trout’s environment) decides individually which sign s/he 
will make, either the one for food, water or shelter. At a signal, the trout turn 
around and look for someone in their “habitat” making the same sign.  If they get 
to that person first, they survive and bring that person into the center of the circle 
as their next year’s baby.  
 
Record whether the trout population increases or decreases on a graph after 
each round, and ask for a hypothesis about how many will survive the next 
round.  Point out that a hypothesis can be wrong, but scientists can still learn 
from observing what actually takes place. Students should be able to see that 
trout populations vary based on the availability of food, water and shelter. 
 
(This is a variation of Oh Deer! From the first Project Wild Activity Guide, which 
due to environmental education funding cuts is no longer available.  It could also 
be converted into Oh Mayfly!, Oh Osprey!, Oh Raccoon! or any other animal in 
the trout food web. Debrief: The point is to learn that all wildlife, as well as 
humans, depend on an adequate amount of food, water and shelter for survival.) 
 
FASHION A FISH (OR ADAPTATION ARTISTRY, DRAWING BIRDS) 
 

Students fashion an imaginary fish in this art activity.  The more outrageous the 
fish, the better, as it will lead to more interesting discussions of why fish have 
scales, not fur or feathers, how they use their sense of smell, not eyeglasses to 



 

 

find their way to the spawning ground, etc.  What makes the activity more fun is 
having three students each draw one third of the fish.  Fold the paper in fourths, 
horizontally. After all three students draw the head in the top fourth, they fold that 
fourth of their paper over so the head can’t be seen, and pass it to the next 
student.  This student adds the body, then folds that part over so it can’t be seen, 
and passes the fish to the third student.  This student adds the tail, then unfolds 
the entire fish to see the spectacular creature created by committee. Students 
can then use the fourth section to name the fish and describe the habitat in which 
it can best survive.  Option: Shorebirds that prey on small fish can be drawn 
similarly by folding the paper in fourths and putting the head at the top, the body 
and wings in the second section, the long legs in the third, and the feet in the 
fourth.  Then they can name the bird, based on its physical features, and point 
out the habitat and adaptation of the bird that allows it to thrive in its habitat. (This 
is an optional rainy day workshop activity) 
 
(The final challenge, after passing the fish back to the student who drew the 
head, is naming the fish and describing the adaptations it has that help it survive 
in its environment.  This is where art meets ecology. Even though this is fiction, it 
is based on actual real-world principles.) 
 
 
BUILD A WATERSHED 

 
In this activity, we construct a watershed model to observe erosion in action. 
Students crumple up a piece of paper, and spread it partially back out (retaining 
some ridges and valleys), then color in areas of forests, grasslands, rivers and 
towns with non-permanent markers. When finished, create a rainstorm by 
spraying water bottles at the ridgelines. As a result, the colors should run 
downslope into the creeks, simulating sheet erosion. This leads to a discussion 
of how eroding topsoil can pollute rivers and add harmful silt to gravel spawning 
beds. (Activity from Kids in Parks, S.F.) 
 
(This activity demonstrates how a watershed works, and that things that take 
place far from a stream or reservoir can impact the water quality and the health 
of animals that live in an aquatic habitat.) 

 
SILT: A DIRTY WORD 
 

Students experience the difference between blowing air through a straw into the 
bottom of a glass of large gravel and after silt has been added to cover the 
gravel.  They observe that it is way more difficult for oxygen to get through silted 
gravel. Take time to share obsrvations. 
 
(This activity illustrates the harmful impact of excess siltation on a spawning bed.  
Salmonid eggs in a redd get smothered when silt deprives them of oxygen. Silt 
can be minimized by erosion control methods like no-till farming, rotational 



 

 

grazing, proper road and culvert design, and containment of disturbed soils in 
construction sites.) 
 
HOOKS AND LADDERS 

 
Participants become salmon and/or steelhead trout migrating downstream to the 
ocean and then back upstream to spawn.  Ropes are used to form the 
creekbanks or chalk lines can be used on asphalt playgrounds instead.  All the 
“fish” are challenged to swim downstream in a school without stopping.  This is 
so they will arrive at the delta exactly when their body smolts (transforms) into 
one that can survive in salt water. 
 
On their journey, one hazard is water swirling around rocks in a rapid, 
represented by rotating hula hoops. Fish have to swim in the current without 
bumping into the rocks. Another hazard is the water pumping plant that sucks 
fingerlings out of the river and grinds them up.  This is simulated by the jump 
rope below the rocks.  Then, upon arrival at the delta, the fish have to dodge the 
raccoons, otters or egrets.   
 
On the return trip, anglers are simulated by students with one foot in a small box, 
their “boat.”  They move about, trying to tag the fish without falling out of their 
boats.  On the way back upstream, fish have to look out for eagles and bears.  
Students playing the predators stand on the edge of the river trying to tag fish as 
they swim by.  Then the fish must swim up the fish ladder by jumping over 3-4 
students leapfrog-style (or by hopping from one hula hoop to another).  Debrief: 

Was it nerve-wracking paying attention to so many hazards?  How many fish got 
slammed into rocks?  How many were chewed up by the water pumps?  How 
many were caught by anglers?  How many were eaten by predators?  How many 
were too tired to make it over the fish ladder?  Is it easy being a migrating fish?  
Is it a surprise that only 1 out of 1000 fish survive the round trip?  (Activity from 
Aquatic Project Wild) 
 
(Simulating the life and trials of a steelhead trout or salmon through active 
participation makes their life cycle “real.”  Once students put themselves in a 
trout’s “shoes,” they will have a much better grasp of the challenges to survival. 
Games like this are remembered long after facts that are learned without 
movement.) 

 
7-11 EVOLUTION 

 
Trout and salmon need to evolve physically or behaviorally to keep up with 
climate change and other extreme changes in their habitat.  As fish, students pair 
up and play “Paper, Stone & Scissors” with a few changes.  Instead of saying 
“Ro Sham Bo” and throwing their sign, they say “We must evolve!” and throw any 
number of fingers.  If the total of fingers between the partners adds up to 7, they 
evolve.  If not, they keep trying until they do.  The number of trials before success 



 

 

can be graphed for the entire class to see that evolution takes place at different 
rates.  After every pair evolves, form groups of three and play until the total 
number of fingers thrown equals 11.  Debrief: Discuss which was more difficult 
and how much success was based on luck.  (Fort Miley Ropes Adventure Course 
activity) 
 
(This is an easy way to make a point about how species adapt to changing 
conditions or evolve over time. Debrief: You can point out that while some 
species have adapted through evolution, others are doing just fine as they have 
done for millions of years. So if it took some students longer to “evolve” than 
others, it may not be an issue for their species.  
 
Humans are a great example of how living things can adapt behaviorally to 
change.  Students can think of examples of behavioral adaptation that relate 
directly to their own lives—and to the lives of their pets.) 
 
TROUT RELEASE RAP 
 

Many kids like to listen to rap and hip-hop.  Why not reach them in a way they 
already enjoy? Students can change verses, add verses, or write their own raps.  
The hand signs during the chorus are important to add the proper amount of 
silliness to the song.  These signs are to turn the silly into the ridiculous and to 
ensure that kids will be doing the rap on their own later in the day. Enjoying 
learning for its own sake—not just to pass tests--encourages students to look 
forward to other creative educational opportunities as well. 
 
(6th through 12th graders, being too mature to have fun at school, are exempt 
from this activity of course. However, they might still be interested in writing a rap 
of their own.) 

 
“If facts are the seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the 
emotions and the impressions of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds 
must grow.  It is more important to pave the way for the child to want to know 
than to put him on a diet of facts he is not ready to assimilate.” –-Rachel Carson 
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