
GOAL: Learn how to collect and identify 
plankton, the basis of the aquatic food chain. 

 

 

Procedure: 
• Collect plankton at the dock. 

• Ask how does the plankton tow collect 
plankton? 

• Drag just below the surface of the water (where  
plankton hang out because of the sunlight- the 
photic zone). 

• The fine mesh (90 microns) filters out the 
water and collects any plankton floating in the 
water column that are bigger than 90 microns. 

• Bring the sample back to the classroom  

• On the way to the building, contrast how 
water moves when poured on a pervious and an 
impervious surface (gray and black pavement 
at dock entrance). 

• In classroom, preface by saying students will 
get a chance to look at the microscope when 
you pass out the samples. 

• Explain the        
 

• Distribute the sample to the students to 
look at under microscopes. 

Station 4: Investigating Plankton QUICK NOTES 

Talking Points: 

• 2 types of plankton: phytoplankton (plant-like) and 
zooplankton (animal-like). 

• Phytoplankton are producers  via photosynthesis)   

• Zooplankton are consumers (eat phytoplankton and 
other zooplankton) 

• Who eats plankton? Oysters, crabs, small fish, Baleen 
whales 

• Baleen whales are the size of 3 school buses, yet 
only eat plankton 

• Have baleen (broom-like structure) instead of 
teeth) that catches the plankton. 

• Go through the food chain on the wall (start with 
phyto getting energy from the sun, zooplankton eat 
zooplankton, small each zooplankton, medium fish each 
small fish, etc).        

• Two types of phytoplankton: diatoms  (silica-
based crystalline structures) and dinoflagellates 
(have whip-like tails that help them move) 

• Two categories of zooplankton:  holoplankton 
(stay planktonic throughout the whole life cycle ) 
and meroplankton (grow out of an early 
planktonic state during the life cycle) 



It helps to have 2 adults at this station, 
one to pick up students at the dock and lead 
the discussion, and one to fill the bottles and 
escort the students to station 5 at the end of 
the rotation. 

Make sure the stools are set up so that they 
are only on the opposite side of the 
table, so all students face the front when 
seated. 

Finicky microscopes are common. If 
one is hard to focus, try zooming all the way 
out, and then slowly zooming in. Closing 
one eye is sometimes easier for students. 

If time allows, students can dump their 
samples into fish tank #4 to “feed the 
oysters.” Otherwise, the water can be 
dumped. 

Tips Vocabulary 

Consumer: An organism that gets its 
energy from eating other organisms.  

Holoplankton: Organisms that are 
planktonic for the whole life cycle. 

Meroplankton: Organisms that are only 
planktonic for part of their life cycle  

Microzooplankton: Plankton that do not 
grow beyond microscopic size.  

Photosynthesis: The process of converting 
sunlight into food/energy.  

Phytoplankton: Plantlike plankton.  

Plankton: Free-floating, microscopic 
organisms that move through the water 
column and with the currents.  

Producer: An organism that produces its 
own energy, either from the sun or from 
chemicals.  

Zooplankton: Animal-like plankton such 
as newly hatched crabs and other 
invertebrates.  


