
 

 

Salmon Biology Station  
 
OBJECTIVES: 
Students learn: 

 Wild salmon are indicator species and keystone species whose survival is connected to the health of the watershed.   
o Riparian – salmon need trees and trees need salmon 
o Aquatic Macroinvertebrates feed on carcasses 
o Water Quality – Salmon can only survive in high quality water (high dissolved oxygen, low turbidity, neutral 

to slightly alkaline pH, and cool temperatures). 

 Salmon life cycle stages 

 Significance of salmon to our economy and culture 
 
MATERIALS: 

 Polarized sun glasses 

 Salmon life cycle diagram 

 Adult salmon carcasses 

 Knife for dissecting carcasses and removing tail at end of day (only the station leader uses the knife) 

 Hand sanitizer 
 
VOCABULARY: 
alevins     anadromous     
eggs     fry  
milt     parr marks  
percolation   porous  gravel  
redd     Salmonids     
smolt    smoltification 
spawn     vitelline vein  
yolk sac     
    
PREPARATION: 

• Arrange to have an adult salmon carcass at the station for dissection.   
o Check with Federal or State salmon hatcheries or your local ODFW fish biologist for carcasses.  ODFW 

salmon hatcheries are often spawning fish at the same time as Salmon Watch.   
o Carcasses also freeze well for future use.   

• Arrive early to scope out the river/park.  Check out the designated Salmon Biology station then walk around the 
park and look for other places there may be salmon.  For example, at Clemens Park on the Alsea River there is a 
small tributary called Sealy Creek.  When there are high flows and turbidity in the Alsea River, you can 
sometimes find salmon in Sealy Creek.  Knowing the park will also help if you need to take the students for a 
nature walk or have a disabled student with the school.  Even if you are familiar with the location, it is still good 
to arrive a bit early to scope out the situation and find where the salmon are in the river.    

 
INTRODUCTION: (10 minutes) 
 

 Tell the students that we are upstream from the ocean, where the adult salmon migrated from. Ask them where 
they live in relation to where they are in the watershed. Are they upstream or downstream? 

 Using information from the World Salmon Council information sheets “Where Are the Salmon When?” and 
“Habitat Requirements for Salmonids in Oregon Coastal Streams” (attached) review the salmon species that 
might be found at the site.  

 Review some basic information about Salmon (you do NOT have to address all of these questions): 
 



 

 

o What conditions are necessary for growing young salmon? 
o What do salmon fry feed upon? 
o What is smoltification? 
o What is the importance of stream flow to salmon migration? 
o How do salmon migrate back to their native streams? 

 Review the important roles salmon played in the lives of the native tribes of the PNW. 
o The annual return of the salmon was celebrated as a renewal and continuation of life. 
o The abundance of salmon and subsequent trade made the tribes wealthy. 
o Salmon and the rivers they come from provide native people with a sense of place, and a requirement to 

take care of the land and water. 

 Review the salmon life cycle 
o When available, use the life stages display model to show the students what eggs, sac fry, and fry look 

like. 
o Be sure to cover the fact that Coho and Chinook salmon die after spawning, but Steelhead can return to 

the ocean. Ask the students why they think Coho and Chinook die in the spawning streams. 
The streams where the salmon spawn are nutrient poor. The salmon have evolved to die after spawning 
in order to provide nourishment for the next generation so they can grow large and strong enough to 
survive in the ocean. 

 Talk about why this area of the river might be good for salmon spawning. 
Shade, lack of predators, gravel substrate, clear water, fast-flowing water and/or pools, macroinvertebrates for 
young salmon to feed upon, good water quality. 
 

NOTE: Adult chaperones don’t always control the students so be assertive if necessary.  Don’t allow the chatty or 
restless students to dominate the group.  For example, if two students won’t stop whispering to each other, 
separate them to either side of the group. 

 
ACTIVITY (25 minutes?) 
 
If spawning salmon are present:  

 DO NOT allow the students to harass or disturb the fish.   
o Don’t allow running, yelling, or wading in the creek. 
o Explain that salmon are sensitive to disturbances and have limited energy for spawning.   
o Admonish any student that throws rocks or attempts to wade into the creek 

 Allow the students to observe the fish. 
o Interject information about the salmon life cycle.  
o Ask about the female salmon behavior and actions. What are they doing? (Building or guarding red?) 
o Ask about the male salmon behavior and actions. What are they doing? (Fighting, chasing other males?) 

If fish are not present:  

 Take the students on a nature walk to other location where you may find spawning salmon or carcasses 
o Have a garbage bag to collect litter if you walk the students around. 

Whether or not salmon are present in the stream: 

 Review and have the students complete the Salmon Biology worksheet 

 Ask the students lots of “why do you think the salmon do…” questions to get them thinking about behavior.  For 
example, why is there so much variation in salmon behavior (ocean vs stream type Chinook salmon). 

 Ask the students why they think salmon don’t just live in either the river or the ocean. Why might they migrate 
between the two? 

 Talk in detail about how important salmon are to us (economic, social, and cultural). 

 Talk in detail about the relationship between salmon and their ecosystem. 
o Keystone species 
o Indicator species 



 

 

o How might a healthy riparian zone benefit salmon? (bank stabilization, flood protection, shade, food for 
invertebrates, fallen trees slow currents and add structure). 

o How do returning salmon benefit the forest? (forest animals eat salmon & their feces fertilize the forest. 
More than 20% of the nitrogen in the tissues of riparian trees and shrubs comes from salmon. 

o Salmon carcasses feed macroinvertebrates. Macroinvertebrates, in turn, feed salmon fry. 

 DISSECT THE SALMON CARCASS  
o For detailed information, see attached dissection curriculum. 

 Cut through and remove the caudal fin of the carcass and put the carcass and the fin into the stream. This 
insures that the carcass is not counted when fish counts are done on the stream. 

 
DISCUSSION (10 minutes) 

 Talk about similarities and differences in salmon and human biology.    

 Ask the students about where they are in the watershed, the salmon life cycle, the importance of salmon to the 
ecosystem, and their cultural significance to Native Americans.  

 Talk about all the challenges salmon face in a healthy ecosystem, and all the new challenges humans have 
added.  Make the connection between how the students live their lives and how it affects the salmon in a 
positive or negative way 

o How humans affect salmon in their daily lives (water use, pollution, habitat degradation) 
o How students can help salmon in their daily lives (use less water, protect water quality, restore healthy 

fish habitat). 

 Being a Good Steward: Lead by Example. Talk to the students about things you do to help salmon (conserving 
water, using minimal pesticides and fertilizers, driving less, using less electricity) 

 If time allows, go around the group and ask each student what they have learned.  Ask for something specific 
like something humans have in common with salmon (anatomy/physiology) or what they think is the most 
awesome thing about the fish 

 Relate the lesson from the Salmon Biology station to the station they came from and are going to. 

 Ask each student what they can do in their daily lives to make things better for the salmon. 
 
EXTENSION ACTIVITIES: 
Take advantage of times when you can share information about your profession.   

 Talk to them about what you do as a fish biologist; 

 Relate stories about cool or interesting things you have seen or learned on the job; 

 Discuss what they need to do if they want to be a fish biologist, what classes are important in high school and 
college, and what job shadow or internship opportunities there are at your office.   

 
 



 

 

  



 

 

   

 



 

  


