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Background

The song “Shout Out to the Trout” emphasizes the importance of Iowa’s trout and the habitat in 
which they live. Iowa’s stunning and bountiful trout streams, mostly in the northeast corner of the 
state, provide habitat for rainbow, brown and brook trout. Anglers from near and far are drawn to 
Iowa’s trout streams to try their luck at catching these remarkable creatures. 

Many Iowa trout streams are stocked each year by the Department of Natural Resources. Stocking 
of Iowa streams has occurred since the late 1800’s, after large amounts of sediment from agricul-
ture and settlement poured into the water, negatively impacting the trout’s habitat. Today, the trout 
population is ever growing, with some streams beginning to show evidence of natural reproduction 
– and for that, the trout deserve a shout out!

Trout depend on consistent water temperature in order to survive. It is critical that the stream or 
river in which the trout live stays in the range of 50 to 75 degrees Fahrenheit. If the water is too 
cold or too hot, the trout population will begin to decrease. Canopy cover and overhanging vegeta-
tion shade the water body, preventing large temperature increases from direct sun exposure. Cooler 
water also means higher oxygen levels for the trout, since oxygen is captured and held more easily in 
cold water than in warm. 

Canopy cover, rocks, boulders and fallen trees and plants offer a hiding place for trout, used for 
resting and, in some cases, spawning. A stream’s bottom, or substrate, is where trout spend much of 
their time. Rock or gravel substrate is ideal for trout to deposit and fertilize their eggs in the fall and 
winter months. The rocky bottom helps to incubate the eggs and when it is time to hatch, the young 
are able to swim up through the gravel. This would not be possible if the bottom of the stream was 
full of sand or mud.

Turbidity, or the cloudiness of the water, is a key factor in a trout’s habitat. Turbidity can be caused 
by agricultural production, mining, construction and other activities that disrupt soil. Sediment is 
washed into streams by rain storms, making the water muddy and dark in color. Unlike some fish 
that can thrive in murky waters, trout require clear water in order to see food and predators. If the 
stream has high turbidity, this may affect water temperature, dissolved oxygen, food and spawning 
for the trout.

Humans can make a difference! Conservation and land management practices can increase the 
quality of the water in which the trout live. Reducing soil erosion upstream, whether it be coming 
from agricultural or urban settings, is the first step to protecting trout habitat. Adding grass buffer 
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strips along the edges of streams and rivers can create a barrier against loose soil and pollutants trying 
to enter the water bodies. Bank stabilization projects can help in reducing streambank erosion, in addi-
tion to providing additional shade and overhead cover. Naturally spawning trout are an important part 
of Iowa’s ecosystems; let’s do all we can to protect these fish and their habitats. As the trout populations 
continue to increase, there will be even more reasons to give them a shout out!

Materials

Brown paper grocery bags
Scissors
Newspaper 
Markers, colored pencils, and/or crayons
Large trout stencil
Stapler & staples
Pictures of brown, brook, or rainbow trout 
Poster board

Teacher preperation

Print off or collect pictures of trout using magazines, books, and/or the internet. The following web-
sites may be helpful:
http://www.iowasportsman.com/article.php/20020509102008575 
http://www.lake-link.com/fish/id.cfm/6/Brown-Trout/ 
http://www.iowadnr.gov/Fishing/IowaFishSpecies/FishDetails.aspx?SpeciesCode=RBT 

  Definitions

Gills: A trout’s gills work like a human’s lungs. Water 
passes through the gills and oxygen is replaced by 
carbon dioxide.
Nare: A closed sac used for smelling, similar to a 
nose.
Operculum: A hard plate that protects the gills.
Lateral line: A sense organ that can detect pressure 
waves or vibrations. This helps a fish know where 
other fish are, without bumping into them. 
Vent: An opening where extra water is excreted. 
This is also the place where eggs or sperm pass while 
spawning.
Dorsal fin, Anal fin and Adipose fin: While each are 
separate fins, they all serve the same purpose of help-
ing the trout swim and stabilize itself. 
Caudal fin: Also known as the tail fin, this is the 
largest fin on a trout. It helps the fish move and steer 
through the water.
Pectoral fins: Found below the gills, these fins act as 
the trout’s brakes.
Pelvic fins: Paired fins which are set back from the 
pectoral fins. These fins help the trout move up and 
down.
Scales: A smooth covering over the trout’s skin

Further definitions can be found at: http://www.streamexplorers.
org/fish-facts

Option 1- Paper Bag trout

Image from http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/b/b9/Rainbow_Trout.jpg



Have students test their skills at Gyotaku, the Japanese art of 
making fish prints on paper. In Japanese, “gyo” means “fish” and 
“taku” translates to “impression” or “rubbing.” Beginning in the 
early 1800’s, Gyotaku was used as a way to record the size and color 
of fish caught by anglers. Unlike photographs, Gyotaku represents 
a realistic view of a fish’s texture and proportion. Today, Gyotaku 
art is created all around the world by artists who incorporate color, 
composition and backgrounds into their pieces. 

Instead of using real fish, which may be too messy, model trout can be purchased for a modest price 
($10-$15) at the following art supply stores:

http://www.dickblick.com/products/gyotaku-fish-printing-replicas/ 
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Darts-crafts&field-keywords=gyotaku
+fish+trout+printing+replica 

© 2014 Iowa State University  www.waterrocks.org

Instructions

1. Invite a guest speaker from the Iowa Department of Natural Resources, Trout Unlimited, or your 
    local county naturalist to visit the class! This will provide students with a great opportunity to learn 
    about trout and their habitat first-hand from a professional.

2. Using information from the guest speaker as well as pictures from the internet and books, discuss 
    the adult trout’s anatomy and markings.

3. Using the trout stencil, have each student trace the outline on a brown paper grocery bag and cut out 
    two trout shapes.

4. Encourage students to decorate their trout using markers, colored pencils, and/or crayons, using the 
    pictures as a guide.

5. Staple each trout partially closed. Stuff with crumpled newspaper, then staple the rest.

6. Invited students to show their trout to the class and point out the different body parts. Describe how 
    the different body parts are important for the trout’s survival.

7. After the students have presented their paper bag trout, create a hallway display. Use poster board to 
    create a stream. Each student’s trout can be displayed along with 1-2 facts about the fish, their 
    habitat, what they eat, etc.

This lesson was adapted from http://www.troutintheclassroom.org/teachers/library/paper-bag-trout

Materials

Rubber fish replica
Roller brayer
Ink or paint
Paint tray
Printing or construction paper
Newspaper

Option 2- gyotaku fish art
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Teacher preperation

Begin with a class discussion of the history of Gyotaku 
fish art. Show examples of Gyotaku art so that students 
will have an idea of what they will be doing. Set up 
workspaces for printmaking by laying out newspaper. It 
would be a good idea to create your own Gyotaku fish 
art before the students so that you can assist if needed. 
This project can be done individually or in pairs.

  
instructions

1. Place rubber fish replica onto newspaper.

2. Select color of paint or ink and squeeze onto paint tray.

3. Roll soft brayer across inking tray until it is evenly coated by paint.

4. Roll inked brayer onto fish, creating a light, smooth coat and making sure all the edges and details 
    are covered.

5. With clean fingers, pick up blank printing paper and place on top of fish. Keep in mind the image 
    will be reversed.

6. Keep one hand in the middle of the fish, holding the paper in place so that it doesn’t smear. Use 
    fingers on the other hand to gently (but firmly) press the paper all the way around the fish, being 
    sure to transfer all the edges and unique features.

7. Gently lift the paper from the fish.

8. Set the print aside to dry. Clean the extra ink off of the brayer and the fish replica.

This lesson was adapted from http://voices.yahoo.com/art-lesson-plan-gyotaku-fish-printing-6323474.
html. 

Example of  Gyotaku art



© 2014 Iowa State University  www.waterrocks.org

• Science (Grades 3-5)
       o Life Science
 ■ Structures, characteristics, and adaptations of organisms that allow them to function and  
                survive within their habitats.
             ■ How individual organisms are influenced by internal and external factors.
             ■ The relationships among living and non-living factors in terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems.
             ■ Understand and apply knowledge of environmental stewardship
• Social Studies (Grades 3-5)
       o Geography
              ■ Understand how physical processes and human actions modify the environment and how the 
                 environment affects humans

Iowa Core Curriculum

This activity fulfills the following Essential Concepts and/or Skills in the Iowa Core:


