
SALMON SPEAKS



SETTING THE SCENE:                            

• Through the months of summer, we had been setting up an aquarium at 
Valhalla Center.  The children were talking about different kinds of fish, what 
they look like, what they eat, where they live.  They were also watching for 
and waiting for the birth of the baby guppies.

• By coincidence, at the same time, we had a large aquarium donated to Wee 
Ones.  It came with three fish already living in it.  Here also, discussions began 
about “fish” and the children asked for stories about “fish”.  

• The children wanted to make “fish”.  By asking them questions like “do you 
want to make a small fish, big fish, skinny fish, etc. they began creating “fish” 
sculptures.  When these were finished,  they taped them on the walls all over 
the center.  “The whole daycare is an aquarium!...and now we are in the 
aquarium too!”



Then one day….
T: “I have a tuna sandwich today.  Tuna is a fish.”
G: “I like salmon.  My mom always gives me salmon sandwiches.”
A: “I caught a salmon with my fishing rod.  I go fishing with my dad.”
N: Did you know that there used to be salmon right here in this river (I pointed in 

the direction of the Slocan River)?  But they aren’t there anymore.
T: “How come?”
R: “Maybe they got all eaten.”
G: “They got fished out.”
N: “Not really…come on over to the circle space and I’ll draw you the story”.



• As I drew this map, I told how the 
salmon used to travel from the Pacific 
ocean up the Columbia River.  Their 
journey continued up to where 
Castlegar is now.  Some of the salmon 
travelled up towards the Arrow Lakes, 
some went up the Kootenay towards 
the Kootenay Lake.  Then other 
salmon turned up to Slocan Lake.  
They finally travelled up the many 
creeks to lay their eggs.

• When they were two years old, they 
swam down the rivers  until they got to 
the great ocean.  

• One day some men decided they 
needed to build a dam across the 
Columbia River.  It was a very , very 
high dam, taller than 20 of our schools 
stacked up high.

• When the salmon came up the river to 
go lay their eggs, they got to the dam 
and could not go any further.  They 
could not reach those creeks where 
they were born



The children’s faces showed their concern for the salmon’s dilemma.
G: “Maybe they can go around the dam.”
N: “The dam was built between two mountains.”
R: “Fish can’t jump over mountains.”
It was very clear in the children’s faces, they recognized the immensity of the 

salmon’s problem. 
A: “That makes me angry!!”  
G: “It is not nice!  The people did not try to care for the fish in their home.”  
A: “You have to tell somebody to help the salmon.”
N: “Who do you want to tell?”
A: “The people that built the dam.  You have to tell them that they have to take 

care of the fish and animals.
N: “How do you suppose we can do this?”
R: “You can write them a letter and mail it to them.” 
Then other children joined in their “yeh, Natalie, write them a letter.”



Dear Power Companies,
We feel that you do not try to care for the animals and 
fish in their home land.  We are angry that you just 
build you structures and don’t care what happens 
later.  You need to dig places around the dams for 
water to flow for the fish to go up and down the 
rivers.  They were here before you came.  Remember 
that.
Yours truly,
the children from Valhalla Center, 
Slocan, B.C. 



At Wee Ones:

A: “Those people are rude.  We think they did not like the salmon.”
R: “I feel sad about the fish, they are dying now.”
L: “Those dams should have ladders.”
When I asked what he meant by ladders, he explained about those things that 

you can use to climb up to high places.
A: “They use the dams to make electricity…that’s a good thing, but not good 

for the salmon.”
L: “They have big wheels…they turn…they make power.
J: “Some fish can get stuck in garbage.”
A.”I am going to go down with lots of wooden things…I am going to call the 

fish to come little fish…and I would help them get up on the dam.”
C: ‘When I grow up I am going to get baskets to help carry the fish up the 

dam.”
A: “I want to build a fish house.” 



What next?               
• I was unsure as to who I should send this letter.  

The dam builders of the Grand Coulee?  Fortis?  
BC Hydro?  

• Was I willing to just send this letter or did I want 
to really value the children’s wishes and put in 
similar passion into my efforts to pass their 
information on?

• What would their parents say?



Parents response?                   
They were very impressed with the children’s 

empathy and their passion to help.  They were 
very proud of their little ones.

“Wow!  I have a little advocate in my family!”
“Did they actually say that?” 
“This concern is very timely considering the public 

outcry concerning the private power projects 
planned for BC.”

“Go for it!  This is what this world needs, more 
people that care for their environment.”



Leadership Institute

Their goal:  To support the leadership capacity of 
Early Childhood Educators

Our goals:   
To share children’s perspectives of community 

issues.
To change the community’s view of children as not 

just innocents but as important and contributing 
members of society.



The LOGO:  a simple visual 
reminder of a multifaceted public 

project.



BUSINESS CARDS:
For children to share their own personal 

feelings with their families, friends, and 
community.

PLACEMATS:
For families to be informed about children’s 

views on community issues at places they 
frequent as families.



Valley Voice article:

• To take the letter the children dictated and 
share it with their community, public 
officials, anyone that reads the newspaper  
from South Slocan in the south and north to 
Nakusp.





Great Wild Salmon
Great wild salmon on a long journey
From the rivers, they swim to the sea
There they get ready, grow big and strong
To make their way back to their home.

Great wild salmon!
Oh, great wild salmon!
Travelling so far
How could we ask for more?
We need to help you.

Salmon need our rivers to be free and clean
So they can swim with strength to their stream
Lay their eggs in the place they were born
Then their babies can start their own journey.

Great wild salmon!
Oh, great wild salmon!
Yes, we thank you…for everything you do
You truly are special!



Visit Kokanee Creek Park:

“I see the salmon!      “Look! There is an eagle 
watching us from that tree!”
The children began to understand the 
interconnectedness of life and how their salmon 
fit into this “circle of life”.



Building dam structures:



Sturgeon Release



“The daddy salmon is up there.  The 
mommy is laying her eggs and that (the 
red stuff) is the daddy’s milk going all 
over the eggs.”



“This is the mommy sturgeon and all of her babies.  These are the spikes on her 
back.  Her mouth is under here.”









“All the salmons swimming around in the water.”





Parents’ Comments:
“The Salmon Speaks program has settled into our little gal.  She talks about dams 

and what they do to stop fish trying to spawn.  She builds pretend dams and 
talks about fish ladders.  She enjoyed the trip to see the salmon spawning.  She 
draws pictures of rivers and oceans and talks about the journey the fish take to 
lay their eggs. It has made a big impact on her.  Thank you for all of your work 
on this project.”

“This program is GREAT!  My lil one is handing out cards to friends and family 
and telling the story to each person.  This is education at its finest , hands on 
learning then sharing.”

“A suggestion:  using EDUTAINMENT to put on a slide show right onto the dam.  
I would be happy to donate some time to get it together.”

“Wonderful to see this issue brought up from children’s perspective.”

“Really made an impression on Chloe.  Hearing the plight of the salmon family 
has made her feel compassion for them and she definitely spread the story.  
Every time salmon for dinner comes up, she reminds us not to eat them.  And 
the sturgeon release as an extension has been a powerful learning.”



And more parent comments…
• “It is amazing to learn that these children have 

such big thoughts and ideas about these kinds of 
issues (adult issues).  We  tend to forget 
sometimes that children are people too and that 
their little minds have the ability to understand and 
have valid concerns just like we do.  This project 
shows us exactly this.  We need to start listening 
more to our children and have more projects like 
this one.  You’ve done an incredible job!”



What are the children actually saying?
Chloe: “I shared with Grandmamma and Grandpapa, my cousins, nana…Don’t eat 

the salmon, we don’t have as much salmon anymore because of the dam.  No, 
no, don’t eat salmon, mommys can’t have their babies.”

Acacia: “Daddy, the salmon…we need to save them by telling the dam people to 
stop making the dams.”

Aspen: “Mom, if you meet any dam people, we have to tell them to dig a trench 
under the dam, then you put a pipe in then the salmon can go in with a little bit 
of water, you keep doing that in every dam until there are no more dams left.”

Zakir: “We learning in school…a problem for salmon.  Salmon can jump really 
high up rivers not on dams,  They need water bridges for salmon.”

Elise:  “When I caught a little fish, I let it go.  It was not a salmon.”
Tabya:  “ If you catch a salmon, they will die.”
Aspen:  “We don’t’t really need another plan because I already did it.  A water 

pump that squirts the fish up the other side of the dam.  They go plop into the 
water.”

Maggie:  “We can just cut the dam in half.  One side of it can be for electricity and 
the other side will be for the salmon.”



River Projects:



“We are making a river go 
down the mountain.”

“We are digging a ditch to 
the river.”

“Here comes the water!

“Hey, we can go higher up 
the mountain!”



Visited Grand Coulee Dam and 
shared the children’s story





And shared the 
“dams” story 
with the 
children.



Sinixt 
Froggy Fest & 

Barter Faire



• Expression’s 
travels throughout 
the  province (from 
Whistler to 
Revelstoke) with 
Salmon Speaks 
grafiti boards and 
brochures. 



OTHER PLACES:
West Kootenay ECE 

Director’s Meeting
Slocan Valley Community 

Table Meeting
Children’s Faire at BK 

elementary
Creston and Nespelem 

Powwows



West Kootenay Early Years Conference



Feed back: from graffiti boards



Reflection:
Have we achieved our goals?
How do we feel about ourselves 
as leaders?
Are the children still interested or 
have they moved on?
What next?



With a little ray of hope…



What next?

• BC Hydro
• Other newspapers
• Shaw Cable
• Children’s story:  “Sammy the Salmon”
• Edutainment animation
• New Denver museum display
• T shirts to identify us and our purpose



National Children’s Day 
at Wee Ones



Valhalla Children’s Center
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