Inquiry Activity: Building a Plankton Net

Goal: Use your knowledge of science to create a fine-mesh plankton net in order to collect a plankton sample from a marine environment. 

Background: The word plankton refers to organisms (mostly microscopic) that float freely in bodies of water, like freshwater lakes, streams and the ocean. Plankton is composed of tiny algae/plants (called “phytoplankton”) and tiny animals (called “zooplankton”). The word plankton comes from the Greek word “planktos” which means, “drifting.” 

Plankton is the first link in the aquatic food chain; plankton is eaten by many organisms, including clams, mussels, fish, and mammals, like whales. Phytoplankton play an important role in the global Carbon Cycle by using carbon dioxide from the atmosphere during photosynthesis.

Materials:
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· Nylon stocking or pantyhose 

· Wire

· Wire cutters (teacher-use only)

· Small rope or heavy string

· Plastic jar with lid option

· Duct Tape

· Scissors
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Small fish weight

· Thick rubber bands

· Washers

Procedure:

In groups of four or less, use a box of materials to create a simple plankton net. Using a picture of professional plankton net and a diagram of a basic plankton net, you will design your own steps to create a simpler net.

1. Decide who does what in your group: 

a. Recorder: you will need one person to record steps taken. (use pencil! These steps will be a rough draft!)

b. Director: this person is the ‘boss’, making sure everyone is participating and on-track. This person also helps oversee the design.

c. Engineer(s): this person or people use the materials provided to design a plankton net.


2. Create your net! (Hint: Remember to consider HOW you plan to drag your net in the water.)


3. Work together to revise the steps the recorder wrote on how to build a plankton net and re-write a formal list that someone else could use.

Analysis: Answer the following prompts in complete sentences.

1. Reflection: What worked well in your group? What materials and procedures did you have problems with? What would help other groups in the future?


2. How do you and your group plan on sampling the plankton in the water? Will you lower a rope down from a pier? Stand along shore? Dock? Boat? Why?


3. Do you think your net will be able to collect plankton? Why or why not?


4. What simple materials, if any, would also be useful to have in the future?

Conclusions: Research the following questions and answer in complete sentences.

1. Why do scientists monitor plankton populations?

2. How are plankton populations affected by changes in season?

3. How are plankton populations influenced by human activities, like fertilizer run-off and pollution?

4. How could a global change in climate affect plankton populations?
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