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How I Fell in Love with a Fish 
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Time: 2 hours  

Goals:  

Students will engage in conversation concerning the sources of the 

food they eat.  Rather than focusing on the negative impact of factory farms, we’ll use material highlighting sustainable 

farming and the multitude of benefits that arise from taking a natural approach to food production.  With the TED talk 

“How I Fell in Love with a Fish” as our base, students will list the various entities impacted by sustainable farming 

methods and will recognize the true cost-effectiveness of such an approach. 

Instructional Objectives:  

Students will practice their listening, speaking, reading, and critical thinking skills as they watch a TED talk by Chef Dan 

Barber and do a guided reading activity based upon it. 

Miami Dade College Learning Outcomes:  

• Outcome #1: Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills .  

• Outcome #3: Solve problems using critical and creative thinking and scientific reasoning.  

• Outcome #7: Demonstrate knowledge of ethical thinking and its application to issues in society.  

• Outcome #10: Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans on the environment. 

Materials:  

Access to a computer, the Internet, and a projector 

Handouts:   Guided Reading from CNN’s posting of “How I Fell in Love with a Fish” 

  Dan Barber’s Transcript – Close Exercise   (See Below) 

Activities: 

Start your class with an informal conversation about what the students had for breakfast/lunch that day.  How did it 

taste?  Do they think the quality / taste of the food depends on where/how the food was grown?   Do they know where 

their past meal was grown or raised?   

Hand out copies of the Guided Reading article and have students work in pairs to answer questions as they read.  When 

most have finished, read through the article as a full class and ask students to volunteer reading their group’s answers to 

the questions.  Get class consensus on good answers. 

Show the TED Talk, “How I fell in love with a fish”. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_barber_how_i_fell_in_love_with_a_fish 

Pause the video occasionally to question students about its content and answer any questions they have. 

On a second viewing, pause the TED talk at 8 minutes and 45 seconds and play through it slowly while students 

complete the cloze activity based on an excerpt of Dan Barber’s talk. 

Have students reflect on the various entities positively affected by the fish farm at Veta la Palma.  Has it affected YOU? 

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_barber_how_i_fell_in_love_with_a_fish


Excerpt of a TED Talk by Chef Dan Barber 

“How I fell in love with a fish” 
http://www.cnn.com/2010/OPINION/05/17/barber.fish.farming/index.html 

Guided Reading 

 

Oil-tainted seas, oxygen-deprived zones, overfishing, mercury poisoning ... these days, the search for safe and 

ethical seafood is enough to unnerve any pescetarian. For chefs, it doesn't just mean crossing another fish off our 

menus. The question has become how do we keep fish on the food chain? 

 

Restaurants and supermarkets are always searching for good seafood to serve to their guests or sell 

to customers.  What is making it difficult to find safe and ethically-produced seafood? 

 1.  __________________________________ 

 2.  __________________________________ 

 3.  __________________________________ 

 4.  __________________________________ 

You know that a vegetarian is a person who eats fruits and vegetables.  What do you think a 

pescetarian is?  ____________________________________________________________ 

 

I found one answer last year, at a fish farm called Veta la Palma. 

 

Veta la Palma is in southwestern Spain, at the tip of the Guadalquivir River. Until the 

1980s, the land was in the hands of the Argentineans. They once raised cattle in what 

were essentially wetlands, and they did it by draining the land. They built a series of 

canals and siphoned the water off the land and into the river. 

 

Use the context to determine the location of Veta la Palma and draw a star on the map. 

What is a synonym for “siphoned”?  _____________________________________ 

(The next paragraph includes one!) 

 

But they couldn't make it work. Economically and ecologically, it was a disaster. In draining the land, they killed 90 

percent of the bird population. 

 

And so in 1982, a company with an environmental conscience purchased the land. What did they do?  They 

reversed the direction of water flow in the canals; they literally flipped the switch. Instead of using the channels to 

pump water out, they pulled water in, flooding the canals and creating a 27,000-acre fish farm of sea bass, mullet, 

eels, shrimp and sole. In doing so, the company reversed the process of ecological destruction. 

 

What are some questions that a company with an environmental conscience  

might ask itself before it begins a new venture? 

1.   

 

2. 

 

3.   

 

The farm is incredible, with hundreds of miles of flooded canals and thick marshland, teeming with life. I stood there 

not so long ago with Miguel Medialdea, Veta la Palma's head biologist.  According to Medialdea, it's such a rich 

environment that the fish eat what they'd be eating in the wild. Because the system is so healthy, it's totally self-

renewing. 

What does “teeming with life” mean?  _________________________________________________ 

http://www.cnn.com/2010/OPINION/05/17/barber.fish.farming/index.html
http://www.cnn.com/topics/spain


But Veta la Palma is not just a fish farm; it's also a bird sanctuary. Today there are 600,000 birds on the farm from 

250 species. It's become one of the most important private estates for bird life in Europe. 

 

You might think a thriving bird population is the last thing you'd want on a fish farm (Veta la Palma loses 20 percent 

of fish eggs and baby fish to the birds), but for Medialdea, it's a point of pride and a testament to the company's 

success.  "We farm extensively, not intensively," he told me. "It's an ecological network. So the healthier the birds, 

the better the system." 

 

Why does the author think that fish farmers wouldn’t want a lot of birds living on their fish farm? 

 

Medialdea LIKES the birds on his farm.  Why? 

 

 

But the truest measure of their success is much simpler: flavor.  Veta la Palma's fish was the most delicious I'd ever 

tasted, starting with the skin. I don't like fish skin -- not seared or crispy. I almost never cook with it. Yet when I 

tasted it at Veta la Palma, it tasted not at all like fish skin. It tasted sweet and clean, like taking a bite of the ocean.  I 

mentioned it to Medialdea, and he nodded. "The skin acts like a sponge," he explained. "It's the last defense before 

entering the body, and it evolved to soak up impurities. But there are almost no impurities in our water." 

 

The author, Chef Dan Barber, normally doesn’t like the taste of fish skin.  Why would fish skin 

normally NOT taste good? 

 

And that's an understatement. The water flows into the canals from the Guadalquivir River, carrying all the things 

rivers tend to carry these days -- chemical contaminants and pesticide runoff -- and when it flows back out, it's 

cleaner than when it started. The system is so healthy it purifies the water.  The purification is not just for the fish, 

but for us as well. That river water eventually dumps into the Atlantic. Sure, it's a drop in the bucket, but I'll take it. 

 

Is the Guadalquivir River a particularly clean river? 

 

How can a fish farm like the one at Veta la Palma purify a river? 

 

 

What type of people might plan a trip to Spain especially to see Veta la Palma? 

 

 

_________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

  



https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_barber_how_i_fell_in_love_with_a_fish/transcript?language=en#t-754563 
(Starting at 08:45) 

I said, "Miguel, what makes your fish ____________________ so good?"  He 

______________________ at the algae. 

"I know, dude, the algae, the phytoplankton, the relationships: It's amazing. But what are 

your fish _____________________?  What's the feed conversion ratio?" 

Well, he goes on to tell me it's such a _____________________ system that the fish are eating what they'd be eating in 

the wild. The plant biomass, the phytoplankton, the zooplankton, it's what feeds the fish. The system is so 

______________________, it's totally self-renewing. There is no feed. Ever heard of a farm that doesn't 

______________________ its animals? 

Later that day, I was _____________________ around this property with Miguel, and I asked him, I said, "For a place that 

seems so______________________, unlike any farm I'd ever been at, how do you measure success?" 

At that moment, it was as if a film ________________________ called for a set change. And we rounded the corner and 

saw the most ________________________sight: thousands and thousands of pink ______________________, a literal 

pink carpet for as far as you could see. 

"That's success," he said. "Look at their bellies – _______________! 

They're feasting!"  Feasting? I was totally _____________________. 

I said, "Miguel, aren't they feasting on your ___________________?"  

"Yes," he said.  "We lose ______________________ percent of our 

fish and fish ____________________ to birds. Well, last year, this 

property had 600,000 birds on it, more than 250 different species. It's become, today, the 

________________________and one of the most important private bird sanctuaries in all of ______________________." 

I said, "Miguel, isn't a thriving bird _______________________ like the last thing you want on a fish farm?"  He shook his 

head, no. 

He said, "We farm extensively, not intensively. This is an ______________________ network. The flamingos eat the 

___________________. The __________________ eat the phytoplankton. So the pinker the belly, the better the system." 

Okay, so let's review: a farm that doesn't feed its animals, and a farm that measures its _______________________ on 

the health of its predators. A fish farm, but also a bird __________________________. Oh, and by the way, those 

flamingos, they shouldn't even be there in the first place. They brood in a __________________________150 miles 

away, where the soil conditions are better for ________________________nests. Every __________________________, 

they fly 150 miles into the farm. And every ________________________, they fly 150 miles back.  

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_barber_how_i_fell_in_love_with_a_fish/transcript?language=en#t-754563

