
GOAL: Learn ways to    
catch crabs and study their 
anatomy & behavior 

 Procedure: 
 Spend a majority of the time 

discussing:  

 Anatomy 

 Sex identification 

 Molting 

 Diet 

 Behavior/migration 

 Demonstrate the 3 ways to crab: 

 Commercial pot 

 Snap-pot 

 Baited hand line Immature 
Female 

Pyramid 

Male 

Washington 
Monument 

Mature 
Female 

Capitol Dome 

Talking Points: 

General: 

•  Scientific name: Callinectes sapidus  

•  “Beautiful swimmer that tastes good.”  

•   name due to swim paddles on swimming legs 

Anatomy, using diagram and live crab: 

• Carapace- back of shell,  Abdomen, Mouth, Eye stalks, Claws, 
Walking legs, Swim paddles 

Molting: 

• Crabs start life as zooplankton, and grow through a three stage 
process called MOLTING, which occurs 27-29 times during their 
life 

• Exoskeleton- an external skeleton- a crab’s shell that must be 
shed in order to grow 

• The crab backs out of the old shell and then expands its new 
shell by pumping water into its body 

• It takes about 72 hours (three days) for the soft shell to harden and 
increases by 1/3 every time it molts 

Diet: 

• Soft-shelled clams, small fish, marine worms, detritus, other 
crustaceans, plants 

Female Crab migration 

• Female blue crabs swim all the way out to the saltier waters near the 
mouth of the bay to lay eggs 

• When eggs hatch, they are microscopic zooplankton called zoea 

LIFE CYCLE: 

Sex  
Identification 

Station 1: About Crabs QUICK NOTES 



 

Handle with care!  

Use tongs (“crab’r grab’r”) to hold 
the crab if you are unsure of 
holding the crab with your hands.  

Do not allow students to hold the 
crab unless you teach them how. 

If a large crab is caught, please 
save it in a bucket of shallow water 
to show other groups.   

Keep the bucket in the shade.  

Put only ONE crab per bucket– 
they will fight and pull off each 
other’s limbs if put together in a 
confined space! 

The students coming to this station are 
coming from seining, and so are often late. 
Adjust time accordingly. 

 

Tips Vocabulary 

Apron: The bottom shell of a crab. Used to 
determine the sex of the crab. 

Carapace: The upper shell of a crab.  

Crustacean: A predominantly aquatic animal 
that is classified by a hard exoskeleton  

Decapod: An animal with ten legs  

Exoskeleton: An invertebrate’s hard, outer 
portion that provides protection and support.  

Megalopa: the second planktonic stage of a 
crab’s life cycle, before molting into a juvenile 

Molting: The process of shedding an 
exoskeleton, skin, or feathers for growth.  

Peeler: A crab that is ready to molt.  

Predator: An animal that hunts and eats other 
animals for food.  

Scavenger: An animal that eats dead and 
decomposing animals.  

Slough: The discarded shell of a crab that has 
molted. 

Zoea: The first planktonic stage after the egg 
hatches. Zoea start out at the mouth of the 
ocean 


