
 

 
SCUTES Natal Homing Activity 

 
This Natal Homing Activity illustrates how fish like sturgeon might use their senses to home to their natal rivers from 
the ocean. For this activity, each group of students will be a school of anadromous fish looking for their natal river by 
using their sense of smell. 

Materials 
• 28 spice bottles with various scents 
• Copies of the grid layout (non-colored) 
• Copy of the answer sheet (grid in color) 
 

NOTE: Please do not allow students to participate in this activity if they are allergic to any of the following: coffee, 
peppermint, cinnamon, or garlic.  
 
Instructions 

1. In the kit, you will find bags of powder bottles (with twist caps) that are filled with various scents. They are 
separated by scent.   

2. Choose a starting point (representing the ocean) in the room (see diagram). 
3. Each bottle has a letter and a number written on the bottom. Each number represents a row, and each letter 

represents the order it should be placed in that row. Set up the spice bottles around the room in seven rows of 
four bottles each, the first row being the bottles labeled with a color. Each row has four different scents: 
coffee, peppermint, cinnamon and garlic.  

4. You may place station cards at each row, so the students know which row they are working on.   
5. Explain the concept of natal homing to the class. 
6. Students can work individually or in pairs. They will be given a handout that has six rows of four blank 

squares. This will be a map they will mark to show which way they chose.  
7. Have the first student(s) pick one of the colored bottles to sniff. This will be the scent of their “natal river.” To 

make this activity more challenging, do not tell the students what scents they smell. Make sure that the 
students do not touch the spice bottles to their nose for health reasons.  Also, make sure the students do not tip 
the bottles over as they are likely to spill.  

8. Next, instruct the student(s) to sniff each spice bottle in the first row, and mark which bottle is their scent on 
their handout.  The student (s) will then continue to the second row and so on. Make sure there are only 1-2 
students at the most in each row. Remind the students to not mix up the positions of the bottles as they smell 
them.   

9. Each individual/pair will use their sense of smell to find their way to their natal river and subsequent ending 
point for the activity.  Note: As an additional option, each of the groups may trail along a different colored 
string to represent the different routes that they took. 

10. Once the groups have found their natal river, the routes can be checked on the colored box answer sheet to see 
if their group went the right way.  The coffee bottles are the blue squares, the peppermint bottles are the green 
squares, the cinnamon bottles are the red squares, and the garlic bottles are the yellow squares. 

11. Use the colored box answer sheet as a guide for putting the bottles back in their respective scent bags.  
  

Discussion points: 
• What senses might anadromous fish use to find their natal river? 
• What sorts of threats might affect the senses anadromous fish might use for finding their natal river?    
• Once they find their natal river from the ocean, what might stop them from reaching the spawning 

grounds?  What sorts of things might get in the way?          
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