After the teacher moved, the tank and the program also relocated - from Jefferson and then to Sparta. The teacher who took over from the Brook Trout Bunch has been running the program ever since, going into her thirteenth year raising trout in the classroom. For the next few years, this was still the only program in the state.

In 2006, Trout Unlimited realized the value of this unique program and adopted it in the hopes of making it grow. Run on a volunteer basis, the program grew from one school to twenty-three schools in 2006. The following year, the program grew by an additional thirty-five schools. In late winter of 2008, the NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife began coordinating the program when Trout Unlimited realized that they couldn’t continue to grow the program on a volunteer basis. For the 2008-2009 school year, the program grew by an additional thirty schools, making a total of eighty-nine participating schools. 

There are schools from sixteen of New Jersey’s twenty-one counties participating in the program, including some of the most urbanized counties in New Jersey. This program exposes students to the importance of cold water from rural areas of NJ to major NJ cities and unites them in their quest for understanding the importance of our coldwater resources. All together, there are more than 11,000 students participating in the program and more than 10,000 adults are exposed to the program annually through soil conservation districts, nature centers and at nature preserves around the state.

Trout Unlimited still plays a vital role in the success of the program. In early October, volunteers from the supporting chapters of Trout Unlimited deliver brook trout eggs to all the participating schools around the state. The eggs are supplied free of charge from the NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife’s state of the art Pequest Trout Hatchery.

From the very first, kids are encouraged to get involved in the program. When the eggs arrive, volunteers from Trout Unlimited teach them the difference between a viable egg and one that is not going to hatch. The students separate the eggs into petri dishes and using tweezers and eyedroppers, remove the dead eggs. Then all the eggs are loaded into the tank environment, which will be monitored by the students over the next several months.

Eggs will begin hatching several weeks after they arrive at the schools. These newly hatched fish, called sac fry, will lay on their sides in the hatching baskets until the yolk sac is absorbed. Once the sac is absorbed, the fish are called fry and they will be able to move around the tank freely. By May and June, the brook trout have reached the fingerling stage of growth and can be released into pre-approved trout streams, those streams that are classified as trout maintenance by the NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife.

Trout in the Classroom must be incorporated into a main stream school program in order for schools to participate. Throughout the year, as the students are raising the fish, the teachers conduct lessons centering around trout from the Trout in the Classroom Activity Guide. The guide is correlated to NJ State Science Standards for the middle school level, but the activities can be adapted for any age range and ability – from kindergarten through high school. While the materials in the guide are geared toward the sciences, the program is cross curricular and can encompass math, English and literature, creative writing, reading, social science and the arts.

Besides the activities in the guide, there are many other extensions of the Trout in the Classroom program. In the spring, volunteers from Trout Unlimited will once again visit the schools, this time bringing macroinvertebrates with them. The classes will learn how to identify the insects from a nearby stream. Once they have a good basis on how to identify the insects, they will separate the insects and through simple calculations determine the health of the stream where the macroinvertebrates came from. 

Students may take their studies a step further, and working closely with Trout Unlimited, help restore riparian areas by helping plant trees and shrubs and doing other projects to help restore and maintain trout waters. They will learn that it isn’t just about the trout and their water, it’s the entire ecosystem that needs to be protected to ensure the continuance of clean, healthy streams and the organisms that depend on that water for survival.

Another educational opportunity for the schools participating in the program is a visit to the state of the art Pequest Trout Hatchery, the same hatchery where the eggs that they raised originally came from. At the hatchery, the classes have a choice of more than thirty programs designed to extend their knowledge of trout and their environment. Programs include macroinvertebrate sampling to determine the health of the river, a trout life cycle program, a tour of the hatchery, an exploration of trout habitat, fishing education, web of life programs, plus many others.

In late spring and early summer, the students in the program get onto buses and head out to pre-approved trout streams, where they will release the fish that they have raised all year. There are many activities that can be done with the students on release day to further their knowledge of trout and their watery world. Students may spend a few minutes assessing the habitat at the release site, looking for riffles and pools, good water flow, cold water and adequate food for the fish. Some schools release their fish on the way to visit the hatchery. Others participate in a big TIC Release Day at the Forest Resource Education Center in Jackson where many groups and organizations come together to share their knowledge of water, watersheds and trout. And many invite the same Trout Unlimited volunteers who have shared their knowledge of trout over the year to join them on their release day.

There are many things planned for the future of the program, including new curriculum based materials for both the elementary and the high school levels. An exciting new program that is being worked on is a “Fin-Pal” program between other states and other countries that raise trout or salmon in the classroom. Students will be able to share their fish-rearing experiences around the world. 

The Division of Fish and Wildlife hopes that the Trout in the Classroom program will continue to grow at the phenomenal rate that it has been over the past few years. Through the in-depth, hands-on approach to the program, students are developing a connection to the environment that they will take with them when they leave the program.

For more information on the program or to get started with Trout in the Classroom, please call Jessica Griglak, NJ Trout in the Classroom Coordinator for the NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife at 908-637-4125 or contact Jessica via email at Jessica.Griglak@dep.state.nj.us. You can also visit the Trout in the Classroom website at www.NJTroutintheClassroom.org.

