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Introduction
The PhytoCLAS project integrates emerging science discoveries from the Northern Gulf of Alaska (NGA), local Indigenous languages, and 
interdisciplinary experiences for youth in the region. Its goal is to increase local awareness and appreciation of phytoplankton.

PhytoCLAS builds on the findings of the core-funded research project: Smallest phytoplankton in the NGA. Phytoplankton play 
foundational roles in marine and coastal food webs and are the subject of an increasing number of research projects and long-term 
monitoring initiatives around the NGA. Evidence shows that the deep diversity of phytoplankton contributes to resilience and may help 
buffer the system from disturbance. 

This project combines knowledge from NGA phytoplankton research with culturally responsive, experiential education to increase youth 
understanding and community awareness of phytoplankton. This project provides opportunities for youth and community members 
around the NGA to bridge gaps in their understanding of local marine ecosystems and make more informed decisions regarding 
sustainable use of local fisheries, subsistence harvest, and other resources

Core Project Activity 

Art

After collecting plankton samples and using microscopes to view the plankton, students are encouraged to create watercolors or drawings 
of one or more types of plankton they observed. Because most phytoplankton species do not have common names, they are given the 
opportunity to create a descriptive name for the plankton featured in their artwork. This descriptive name can be in English, a local 
Indigenous language, or another language spoken by the student.  If it is an age-appropriate activity, students also use an ID guide to 
identify the species present and record their scientific names. To highlight the ecology of plankton, older students are encouraged to 
include 1-2 sentences describing the role of this phytoplankton in the ecosystem and/or their unique adaptations for surviving in the NGA.  

The first series of plankton art, from spring and summer 2023, have been turned into plankton notecards that will be shared back to the 
schools and camps where they were created this spring.  We hope that these blank notecards  will continue to foster awareness of the 
importance of phytoplankton in the NGA as they circulate in the community. Looking at the art above, you’ll probably notice that 
zooplankton shows up frequently alongside the phytoplankton. We don’t try to limit their observations and art strictly to phytoplankton. 
Instead, we use the fascination with zooplankton to reiterate the importance of phytoplankton and start investigating food webs!
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Youth at Dig Afognak’s Harvest & Survival Camp, run by the Native Village of 
Afognak participated in PhytoCLAS activities in summer 2023. Katie Gavenus 
facilitated activities such as collecting plankton with a small net and observing 
plankton with microscopes (Left), investigating animals that live in the 
intertidal zone and their connection to plankton (Top Right), creating models of 
phytoplankton designed to be neutrally-buoyant (Bottom Right), and discussing 
the impacts of harmful algal bloom on subsistence and survival foods. 

Shared Learning
Incorporating Local Indigenous Languages

We have encountered high levels of enthusiasm for this aspect of this project.  We have also learned that protocols and 
expectations for working with language can be quite different from community to community and group to group.  
Sometimes, it can be easy to plug into existing language groups facilitated by a community organization.  In other 
instances, it is important to move more slowly and build trusted relationships and shared understanding with language 
speakers. 

It is incredibly important to compensate language speakers for the time and knowledge they contribute to a project like 
this.  It can be challenging to figure out what level of financial compensation is appropriate. Native organizations or 
local organizations that work closely with Native knowledge bearers and language speakers can provide guidance here.  
Often, it is best to route compensation through one of these organizations.

Sharing food is important!  Including a small ‘protocol fund’ in your project allows you to be able to bring food for 
meetings and community science events, and to purchase small gifts for local collaborators. Following these cultural 
protocols makes a big difference. 

Working with Educators

There are a multitude of ways that phytoplankton connect with community interests and school curriculum. Adapting 
the curriculum to highlight relevant topics or scientific, art, language, and cultural practices has allowed us to bring 
these activities to more schools and camps, and has made the learning much more meaningful.  Flexibility is key, and it 
is well worth it to do the extra work to connect your project to community or school needs. 

Getting Involved
For Educators (priority given to communities along the shores of the Northern Gulf of Alaska)

★ Request a session led by the PhytoCLAS team for your K-12 class, camp, or youth group
★ Borrow plankton nets and microscopes
★ Get training on how to lead microscope activities with kids and teens
★ Contact: Katie Gavenus (katieg@akcoastalstudies.org, 907-235-1974) 

For Scientists Working in the NGA or Beyond: 

★ Learn more about the design of the overall project (Contact Katie)
★ Sign up to be a guest presenter (Contact Katie)
★ Learn more about incorporating Alutiiq Language into your projects (Contact Dehrich Schmidt-Chya, Alutiiq 

Museum and Archaeological Repository,  dehrich@alutiiqmuseum.org)

For Coastal Community Members: 

★ Learn more about the overall project and discuss possibilities for bringing the project to a local class, camp, or 
group  

★ Sign up to be a guest presenter if you have knowledge about plankton monitoring, coastal food webs, or cultural 
activities connected to phytoplankton 

★ Contact: Katie Gavenus (katieg@akcoastalstudies.org, 907-235-1974) 

Core Project Activity 

Identify & Create Words for Plankton 
in Local Languages 

A central focus of this project is collaborating with 
Indigenous first language speakers to name plankton.  
Phytoplankton are a critical but often invisible part of 
coastal ecosystems.  Because of the tiny size of these 
organisms, local Indigenous languages often do not have 
specific names for these organisms.  

Language revitalization is an important need in the region, 
with many people committed to the work. This project is a 
small step to support these crucial language revitalization 
efforts, and simultaneously raises awareness about the 
importance of phytoplankton as a foundation of local 
ecosystems and food systems.   

We were able to work with Alutiiq language speakers 
through the Elders Session of the Alutiiq Museum & 
Archaeological Repository. They created the descriptive 
words naut’staaryugngasqat (for phytoplankton) and 
kumitgaruat (for zooplankton) in the Alutiiq language, 
and also identified an existing word - kenquu’ut’stet - 
that names bioluminescent organisms in the ocean (of which 
many are plankton!).  See panel below for the full descriptions. 

Chugachmiut Heritage Preservation and Chugach Regional 
Resources Commission are assisting us in efforts to gather 
Sugt’stun speakers this winter and spring.  As part of this 
gathering, they will share descriptions and stories about 
phytoplankton.  These will be recorded, with 
permission, for use in plankton education efforts.

Above: A meeting of the Elders 
Session, hosted by the Alutiiq 
Museum & Archaeological 
Repository in Kodiak, AK. 

Left: Scan the QR Code to 
listen to the pronunciation of 
the Alutiiq descriptions of 
plankton.

Core Project Activity

Science Education
We have created and adapted a suite of phytoplankton-focused activities that include outdoor learning, microscope labs, art activities, 
games, discussions with scientists and community experts, and local learning.  These activities are flexible and can be tailored to fit local 
areas of interest or school curriculum, such as safer subsistence harvest for a camp at Dig Afognak or cell biology for the secondary 
students in Chenega.  We also have created materials to support scientists and community experts as guest presenters, and will be creating 
a simple training for educators that want to learn more about using microscopes with kids. 

It is easiest for youth to appreciate these beautiful, unique, important  organisms when they can collect samples themselves from their 
backyard ocean and view the plankton with a microscope.   Because of this, the project timing follows the seasonal cycle of phytoplankton 
blooms in the NGA. Most activities with schools and youth camps take place in the spring and early summer. We are currently preparing for 
the second spring cycle of this project.
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