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Water Guardians
Big Bay, Upper Peninsula, Michigan

From the Classroom to Lake Superior

Sixth through eighth grade students at Powell 
Township Schools experienced a year-long 
project that started with salmon eggs in their 
classroom and ended up with building a small 
underwater robot to observe the hatched fish in 
their native habitats. 

Along the way, the students learned how to 
observe, assess and care for the rivers, streams 
and lakes that are intertwined with the Great 
Lakes.

Powell Township Schools is a K-8 public school 
on the shores of Lake Superior in the rural 

community of Big Bay and has 55 total students.

introduction

2014-15 Partners: 
Powell Township Schools

Superior Watershed Partnership
Yellow Dog Watershed Preserve

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Michigan Department of Natural Resources

Trout Unlimited
Huron Mountain Club

Moosewood Nature Center
Lundin Mining Company
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Salmon in the Classroom

Students learned about water quality, the 
life cycle of salmon, and their native streams and 
lakes. As the fish grew throughout the year, 
periodic lessons connected the students to their 
own environment and their impact on it. 

Salmon in the Classroom is a 
well-established educational program, but the 
grant helped expand it further in the community, 
like a local nature center, mining company, and 
the Yellow Dog River ecosystem. 

beginnings

"Kids remember things better when 
they actually do it. They might learn 
something and hold onto it for a little 
while out of a book, but hands-on, it's 
usually there." -- Linda Fleury, teacher 
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Life of a River

Teachers began to see what they 
had hoped for: real engagement 
with the river, with the fish and with 
the environment.

results

In the spring, students moved on 
to the next phase of their project; 
releasing the young salmon into a 
nearby river with the help of 
community members.

"They have stripes on them, but when 
they start smolting, the stripes go 
away. You don't see that in a book." -- 
Katie Varty, 8th grader

"They began to make connections 
between the fish we were putting in the 
river and their role in Lake Superior. The 
kids could identify the cold water, the 
perfect bottom and the clarity of the 
water as good places for the fish to 
survive." -- Kathy Wright, teacher
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Seasons of Learning
seeing connections

Michigan DNR officers helped the Big Bay 
students get in tune with the year-round life of 
lakes, even with a foot of ice covering them.

"The kids began to notice the impact 
people have on our environment, 

especially in high-use areas. When we 
were at Pictured Rocks, the kids noticed 
erosion caused by the public. They were 
telling me how that impacted the river." 

-- Kathy Wright, teacher

Throughout the year, Powell Township 
students connected with all kinds of 
community groups and agencies, and were 
able to see the whole picture of their salmon 
project. 

A boat trip to Pictured Rocks got them 
out on Lake Superior, while closer to home, 
Yellow Dog Watershed Preserve helped with 
river testing and monitoring, and the Michigan 
DNR chipped in with winter and spring lessons 
on fish and native plants. 

The budding scientists also kept track of 
macroinvertebrate, water quality and native 
plant data and uploaded it all to national 
databases to help other researchers.
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Place-Based Education
Students felt a sense of real 

accomplishment and contribution 
to their community, and had a 
greater understanding of how 
their actions impact their 
watershed.

Powell Township is a crossroads 

of water quality issues in the area, 

and home to both environmental 

groups and mining companies. 

The project afforded kids the 

chance to connect to these local 

issues and see where they fit in the 

big picture of their community and 
environment. 

results

Reach and Impact

● 18 students
● 2 teachers
● 56 class hours
● 8 community partners
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Technology & Nature
Remote-Operated Vehicle (ROV)

Over the winter, students built an ROV to monitor 
the fish underwater once they were released. The 
underwater robots came in kits that the students 
assembled, but there were difficulties with assembly and 
with getting the output from the ROV camera to display on 
a laptop. 

This problem-solving challenge brought out 
relatives, retirees and technical experts to help make the 
project happen, and in the end, the community effort paid 
off, as everyone could observe the salmon they'd cared for 
all year swimming underwater in the river.

community involvement

"A particularly proud 
moment was when  

students, the film crew, 
and Trout Unlimited 

members who witnessed 
the ROV being put into the 
water, watched together 
on the monitor as the fish 

swam by."
-- Kathy Wright, teacher



Project Timeline at Powell Township
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Sitting here on the shores of Lake Superior, 
that's going to be a very important seat to have 
in the future. So we really want these kids to 
know what it takes to keep our water healthy.

Kathy Wright
Powell Township Schools
Teacher



The Great Lakes Stewardship 
Initiative was launched in 2007 
with the goal of developing 
knowledgeable and active 
stewards of the Great Lakes, 
through hands-on learning in 
schools and communities.
It supports nine regional hubs 
including the Upper Great 
Lakes Stewardship Initiative.

Upper Great Lakes 
Stewardship Initiative

glsi.superiorwatersheds.org
For more information, contact

jenn@superiorwatersheds.org
www.glstewardship.org
906-227-2043

this project is supported by


