
STURGEON IN THE CLASSROOM 
B A C K  F R O M  T H E  B R I N K ,  A  F I S H  S P E C I E S  F I N D S  A  

N E W  P R O T E C T O R

Students of an environmental-science course at 

Onaway High School welcomed a new classmate in 

October: A young lake sturgeon who will serve as part 

research project, part class pet, and part ambassador 

for its species and the humans trying to save it. 

For the last four years, the Black Lake-based 

conservation group Sturgeon for Tomorrow has 

headed Sturgeon in the Classroom, a unique exchange 

program with schools across the state that puts live, 

young sturgeon in the care of Michigan students. This 

year there are 11 classrooms taking part across the 

Lower Peninsula, according to Brenda Archambo, the 

president of Sturgeon for Tomorrow known fondly by 

her peers as Michigan’s “Sturgeon General.” 

This partnership with schools is one major way for the organization to educate people about the plight of 

the lake sturgeon – a 136 million year old species that was nearly extirpated from Michigan a century ago 

by overfishing – and the ongoing conservation efforts to restore the local population. 
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Those endeavors include a streamside sturgeon-rearing facility on the lower Black River a few miles west 

of Onaway. There, tiny larval sturgeon that are captured from the river in spring are raised to about 10 

inches in length, before being released back into the river with a better chance of survival. 

The Sturgeon in the Classroom fish are part of the effort and Archambo brought one of those fish to 

Onaway High School in October (pictured at right). 

“It’s so cool to see students build a relationship 

with this animal then have to set it free,” 

Archambo said. “There’s a lot of emotion in the 

hearts and minds of students and they build a 

connection with the animal as a species and a

relationship with the river.” 

To participate, teachers must first submit an 

application and meet strict criteria for how they 

will incorporate their fish into a lesson plan. 

Classrooms are responsible for providing a 55- 

gallon tank, and students have to maintain water 

quality and feed the growing fish with tiny blood 

worms. 



“WE DO EVERYTHING FOR THE FISH – WATER CHANGES, WATER 
QUALITY, AND FEEDING IT," 

                                   - REBECCA POCHMARA

Onaway teacher Scott Steensma has taken part in the program every year and the juvenile sturgeon is a 
welcome addition to his zoo-like classroom that’s already home to a snake, tarantula, hedgehog, hamster, 
and numerous trout and turtles. 

In October, as the young 
sturgeon acclimated to its 
new tank, Archambo 
explained to the class the 
juxtaposition around the fish 
as it relates to the 
surrounding community. 

By the end of class the day the sturgeon arrived, “Glacier” was leading the polls in what the class would 
name their newest pet. 

More information about Sturgeon for Tomorrow and its programs can be found online, 
www.sturgeonfortomorrow.org. 

“Our students really benefit from taking care of (the sturgeon) and making sure it has everything it needs,” 
Steensma said. “They learn how to do water quality testing and make sure the nitrates and ammonia levels 
are where they need to be. We also do tours for other classes within our school as well as for people in our 
community.” 

Steensma took the extra effort of collecting the aquarium water directly from the Black River, the 
sturgeon’s natal stream, with the idea that the fish will thrive best in an environment most like home. 

This is the third year that junior Rebecca Pochmara has cared for a sturgeon at school. “We do everything 
for the fish – water changes, water quality, and feeding it,” she said. “The only time Mr. Steensma needs to 
worry about it is during school breaks when we’re off.” Cheyenne Doan is also a junior spending her third 
year caring for the fish. She said there’s an emotional attachment that forms between students and the fish 
after raising it for 9 months then releasing it into the wild. 

“We’re trying to save the fish 
from extinction but, at the 
same time, fishing for them is 
so engrained in the local 
culture,” Archambo said, 
explaining the weekend in 
February when a handful of 
sturgeon are speared on 
Black Lake. “It seems like an 
oxymoron but this is the way 
it works.” 


