
 
 

 

PlaN:
• Microscopic life forms can be either plants (phytoplankton) or animals 

(zooplankton). Identify characteristics that you would expect to find in 
phytoplankton. Identify characteristics that you would expect to find in 
zooplankton. Consider colour, structure, behaviour, mobility and size.

• You may collect your own pond, lake or ocean plankton with a commercial 
plankton net or with a homemade plankton net, or you may purchase 
preserved plankton from a science supply company.

• Discuss the safe use of a compound microscope.

review:
• As a group, debrief what you discovered:
•  Were most of your plankton phytoplankton or zooplankton?
•  What differences did you notice between phytoplankton and zooplankton?
•  What characteristics made them adaptable to a water planet?
• As a follow-up, identify the plankton you observed using a plankton 

identification guide.

The AdveNture:
Fast forward your life to the year 2034. You are a scientist with the Canadian Space Agency. You 
are working with a consortium of Space Agencies from around the world to search for life on other 
planets. After many years of hard work, your team has received a sample of suspected life forms 
from Europa, one of the moons of planet Jupiter.  These samples are collected from the oceans 
underneath the icy surface of Europa and they come in several shapes and sizes. 

One of them is large enough that you can examine and measure the external anatomy of the 
organism with naked eyes and propose the function of organs and features of the alien. You can 
dissect the alien to examine its organs and features to figure out how it functioned in its marine 
environment. For some parts, you will need a magnifying glass; for others, your only option is to 
use a microscope. Consider the features of these aliens to determine which are plants and which 
are animals.

In this phase of the examination, you will be working on the microscopic life forms called plankton. 
You will be identifying potential characteristics of phytoplankton (plants) and zooplankton 
(animals). You will then use this information to identify both typesunder the 
microscope.

do:
In groups of 2-3:

• Use a plastic dropper to collect a few drops of sample and place it on a depression microscope 
slide. When you look at it with the naked eye, it seems to be clear.

• Observe the sample with a magnifier. Since some of the plankton may move up and down, you 
may need to adjust your magnifier. Identify which plankton may be plants (phytoplankton) and 
which may be animals (zooplankton).

• Many of the organisms are too small to be seen with the magnifier. Place a cover slip on the slide 
and observe it under the compound microscope with low, medium and high power objectives. 
Identify which plankton may be plants (phytoplankton) and which may be animals (zooplankton).

• Observe your sample for 
•  the most abundant organisms
•   variations in shape, colour and mobility
•  types of appendages

• Create a detailed drawing of an organism of your choice.
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Materials
For each group of 2-3 youth

• compound microscope
• magnifier
• depression microscope slide
• cover slip
• plastic dropper
• plankton identification guide

For each youth

• 1 sheet of paper
• 1 pencil

Materials to make plankton net for each group of 2-3 youth (optional)

• 50 cm thin wire
• duct tape
• electrical tape (optional)
• nylon stocking or a leg cut from panty hose
• heavy thread and needle
• small bottle
• string
• scissors
• key ring
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ONliNe Resources:
• Building a Plankton Net er.jsc.nasa.gov/seh/ocean_planet/activities/ts3meac3.pdf
• How to use a Compound Microscope www.microscope.com/education-center/how-to-guides/ 

how-to-use-a-compound-microscope/
• Plankton Identification Guide (see pp 4-5) er.jsc.nasa.gov/seh/ocean_planet/activities/ts3ssac3.pdf
• Secret Life of Plankton Video www.microbehunter.com/video-the-secret-life-of-plankton/

Safety Tip:
• If you are planning to collect your own plankton samples, keep in mind that water poses certain 

hazards. In terms of safety, prepare for this adventure as you would any other water-based 
outing.

• Make sure get rid of the samples in a safe and responsible manner after you are done with 
your adventure.
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