
Salmon Watch

UNIT 5E. SALMON AS AN INDICATOR OF THE HEALTH OF A WATERSHED

TIME LEVEL
45 minutes Advanced

BENCHMARKS

Next Generation Science Standards MS-LS2-4    MS-ESS3-5    MS-LS2.A    MS-ESS3.C
HS-LS2.C       

Disciplinary Core Ideas MS-LS2.A

OBJECTIVE: 
Students will identify characteristics of the stream needed by salmon and recognize the role of salmon as 
indicator species

MATERIALS:
 reference materials
 STUDENT HANDOUT 5D-1: Stream Structure and Fish Habitat
 STUDENT HANDOUT 5E-1: Home Wet Home…, Stream Scene

INTRODUCTION
Did you ever have a fever when you were a child?  Your forehead often told your parents how you were  
feeling. Aquatic organisms are like foreheads, they act as “thermometers” which tell us about the state of the 
health of the environment that they inhabit. What in the watershed of a salmon acts as a thermometer? In this
section, students learn that they can ascertain the probable state of an environment by knowing  which  
organisms live in it.

In this section, we relate aspects of stream structure and quality to the needs of the salmon during stages in 
their life cycle. Then, we alter our perspective to relate the organisms inhabiting a stream to its probable 
structure and quality.

KEY QUESTIONS
➔ How are salmon like thermometers?
➔ What is the relationship between a salmon and the watershed's health?

VOCABULARY (Brief definitions of vocabulary terms are found in the Glossary.):
spawning area riffle
indicator species substrate embedded
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PROCEDURE
STUDENT HANDOUT 5D-1: Stream Structure and Fish Habitat, explores fish habitats in the Northwest. It uses 
your students’ prior understandings about stream structure and water quality, and then relates them to stages 
in the life cycle of salmon. Begin with a discussion of the idea of "indicators.” You might refer to indicators of 
the starting line for a popular race, or atmospheric indicators of weather.

Pass out STUDENT HANDOUT 5E-1: Home Wet Home..., Stream Scene. In this activity, students relate various 
components of a hypothetical stream’s structure to its effect on salmon. When students have finished, discuss 
their responses to questions (answers to Home Wet Home follows).

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
If your students have kept pond water, then you can observe its inhabitants under different conditions of water
quality. In this “heartbeat” activity, students take a sample of the pond water containing aquatic organisms 
which they can see and moderate its temperature or chemistry. Begin by having students transfer a sample of  
the pond water to a small container (like a vial or baby food jar). Next, have the students  observe  the 
movements of any organisms in their sample. For instance, copepods move in a series of jerks, and make very 
good organisms to observe in this activity.

Cool the container in ice or cold water, then count the number of jerks, or other movements which have been 
observed. Next, warm the container and make another count. If these temperatures have an effect on the 
organisms, then the rate of the motion might have changed.  Other effects you can measure include the effects
of adding salt or mud. Have your students keep records of their observations, and then share them with the  
class.

EXTENSION CURRICULUM
1. Water Canaries, Project Wild Aquatic, pp. 24-30, describes an activity in which students conduct 

investigations on a water body. They assess its relative environmental quality through interpretations of 
measurements of pH, water temperature, and the diversity of the organisms found there.

2. Water Wigglers, Stream Scene, pp. 155-168, describes an activity to do in a stream, which relates the 
quality of the water in the stream to the macroinvertebrates found in it. If you cannot go to a stream, 
read the activity and adapt it to the classroom.
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STUDENT HANDOUT 5E-1
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STUDENT HANDOUT 5E-1
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Answers to STUDENT HANDOUT 5E-1: Home Wet Home…
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