
Things to look at with 

microscopes:   

There are many things to find in ponds, some of them quite big, but there are lots of 

very small creatures and plants. The larger ones can be seen in a dish of water using 

a simple hand lens or stereo microscope. The smaller ones need a compound micro-

scope and are best seen on a cavity microscope slide with a coverslip over the speci-

men in a drop of water.  A cavity slide is a special microscope slide with a circular 

depression in the centre to give a little more depth than a plain slide and a coverslip 

is a very thin piece of glass to cover and protect the specimen. 

Here is a freshwater shrimp. They are very common 

and can easily be seen  without a hand lens, but a 

hand lens will let you see in much more detail. Simi-

larly, water lice are easily seen. They are similar to 

the familiar woodlouse found on dry land.  

If we look at smaller 

things, you can 

often see tiny ani-

mals dancing up and down in a jar of pond water. 

These are likely to be water fleas, or Cladocera 

(they’re not really fleas!). There are lots of varieties, 

the best known being Daphnia, and they are favourite 

food for many other creatures, from ducks to the 

very tiny. Phantom midge larvae particularly like  

snacking on water fleas, but are very difficult to see, 

as they are almost completely transparent. 

Pond life 

Freshwater shrimp  

Freshwater louse  

Daphnia sp  

(sp is short for species)  

We’ve seen only a small selection of the many animals that can be found in ponds. There are 

also many different types of plant, some of which are large and obvious, but the many varie-

ties of algae need a microscope to be seen properly. Filamentous algae looks like tangles of 

green hair, but under the microscope can be seen to be strings of single cells attached end to 

end. One of the most attractive is Spirogyra. Each strand is 

only about 0.1 mm across.  

Another favourite is Volvox which forms tiny bubble-like 

colonies  that roll through the water. Look out for green 

dots. 

In addition to colonial species, there are also single celled 

algae that definitely require a microscope to be seen. Many 

of these can move 

around, something you might not expect of 

plants! We only have space for a couple of these: 

the crescent shaped Closterium desmid and the 

glass walled Tabellaria diatoms, here seen mixed 

with filamentous algae. 

Volvox  

Closterium  

Tabellaria diatoms & filamentous algae  

To learn more about microscopes, find links to useful websites and see great images, 
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Spirogyra  

Phantom midge larva - specially lit against a dark back-

ground, so you can see it clearly. It is about 1cm long  



You may see little yellowish dots scurrying 

around on dead leaves under the water. These 

are ostracods, or bean animals. They have 

little bivalve shells, like shellfish, but unlike 

shellfish they have legs. The scale bar on this 

picture is marked 0.2 mm, so you can see they 

are quite tiny. 

Another tiny creature which swims very 

fast with a jerky motion is Cyclops, 

which is one of a group of animals 

called Copepods. As its name suggests 

it has but one eye. They carry their eggs 

with them on each side of their tail. 

A less pleasant beast is Argulus, the fish 

louse. These attach themselves to fish 

and suck their blood, but can also be 

found freely swimming around. They 

are about 5 mm in length. 

If you look closely at pond weed, or the 

sides of a jar of pond water after keep-

ing for a few days, you may see Hydra. 

Ostracod- also specially lit against a dark 

background  

Argulus (fish louse)  

There are both green and brown varieties. They are similar to sea anemones in that 

their tentacles bear stinging cells to kill and capture their prey - often hapless water 

fleas. Like their mythological namesake’s heads, Hydra can regrow  missing tentacles.  

Gliding over underwater surfaces, flatworms 

look rather like slugs. These are not the only 

sort of worm you may see. Nematode worms 

are also very common. They can be quite 

small, but are easily spotted as they 

wriggle violently. 

Freshwater snails are also easily spot-

ted. They vary in size from quite small 

to about 2-3 cm in size. Two of the 

most common types are Ramshorn snails with their flat spiral shells and wandering 

snails with a more conical shell. 

 

Green and brown Hydra 

Flatworm or platyhelminth  

Nematode worm. The scale bar is 0.2 mm  

Ramshorn snail, Planorbis sp  

Cyclops. The sca le bar is 0.5 mm.  

Wandering snail, Radix peregra 


