
 

Station 1: About Crabs 
Learn ways to catch crabs and study their 
anatomy and behavior. 
 
 

Background  
 
The blue crab is a well-known inhabitant of the Chesapeake Bay. Crabs can tolerate water that 
ranges from very salty to nearly fresh and are well-suited to live in the ever-changing salinity of 
the estuary. Because they are abundant and also a popular food, they are an important 
commercial and recreational resource.  
      
Most often crabs act as predators and eat live clams, fish, and other crabs.  However, they 
also act as scavengers by eating dead organisms, which helps to clean up the Bay. They will 
eat bait such as raw chicken and can be caught with baited lines, collapsible traps, and 
commercial traps.  
 
The abundance of crabs varies seasonally. In April they begin to enter rivers and creeks, and, 
throughout the summer, they increase in numbers at these locations. In the fall they go to 
warmer, deeper Bay waters, where they burrow into the sand. 
  
Key Points to Emphasize 
 

 Parts of the crab include the shell, abdomen, mouth, eye stalk, claws, swim paddles, and 
walking legs. 
 

 Crabs are both predators and scavengers. 
 

 Crabs swim, however they spend most of their time on the floor of the Bay.  
 

 A crab can be identified as female or male by the appearance of its abdomen. The shape 
of a male’s abdomen resembles the shape of the Washington Monument. An immature 
female’s abdomen is triangular shaped. Once matured, she carries her eggs in her 
abdomen and therefore a mature female has a wider abdomen.  It has a shape similar to 
the shape of the Capitol Dome (see page 14).  

  
Note for Activities 1, 2 and 3:  Group leaders or chaperones should hold onto the student’s life 
jacket any time they are reaching over the dock. 
  

 
 
 
 



Activity Goals 
  
After this activity, the students should be able to:  
 

 Describe how to catch crabs correctly with a collapsible 
trap and a hand line; 
 

 Identify blue crab external anatomy, including the shell,  
abdomen, mouth, eye stalks, claws, swim paddles, and 
walking legs (see diagram on next page); 

 
 Identify the sex of a crab by examining the abdomen (see diagram on page 14). 

  
Procedure 
 
Activity leaders should become familiar with all the steps before student participation. 
  
NOTE: Before you begin, learn how to handle crabs safely. Use tongs when you take a crab out 
of the holding tub. Hold a crab by pinching tightly at the joint where one of the swim paddles 
meets the back of its shell. The crab has a strong grip that can break your skin, and it can be 
injured if mishandled. (A crab might drop a limb if it is threatened; however, it has the potential 
to regenerate the limb during its next molt.) 
  
1. Use the bucket at the dock to draw water from the river, and fill the metal tub that has been 

provided with several inches of water to hold crabs which you catch. (This may already have 
been set-up by SERC staff.) 
 

2. Try catching crabs in the collapsible trap that is in the water at the dock.  
 

To catch crabs in the collapsible trap, have students: 
 

 Check the trap for crabs. Give the line a strong 
 tug to close it, then pull the trap out of the  
water and look for crabs. 
 

 Carefully shake any crabs into the holding tub. 
          

 Return the trap to the water by holding the  
end of the line and slowly lowering it.  

 
 When the trap hits the bottom, let the line become slack and 

tie it to the dock. 
 

 Allow at least ten minutes for crabs to find the bait. 
To avoid scaring the crabs away, be sure the line is not disturbed in the interim.  
 
 

 Have an adult re-bait the trap as needed by attaching a chicken neck to the large pin.  
 



3. Try catching crabs with hand lines located at the edges of the 
dock. Have an adult check each of the lines to be sure they are 
baited with chicken necks fastened to the large pins and that 
weights are attached securely.  Re-bait the lines as needed.   

  
To catch crabs with hand lines, have the students: 
 

 Lower baited lines slowly into the water until they reach the 
bottom, then pull the lines up slightly off the bottom, and hold 
them. 

 While slowly pulling the line to the surface, feel for a tug on the 
line. If there is a tug, you might have a crab attached to the line.  

 Once the end of the line is just below the surface, check to see if there is a crab 
attached.  

 If there is a crab on the line, place a crab net underneath the crab while it is still 
underwater. 

 Place any crabs into the holding tub by shaking them carefully from the net. 
  

4. Measure and record the carapace size of the crabs you caught. Use a ruler to measure from 
point to point of the carapace (top shell). 
 

5. Have the students check the commercial crab pot located at the dock. 
 

6. To help ensure that each group has an opportunity to examine a crab, keep the largest crab 
in the metal tub. Return others to the water at the end of each rotation. 

 
7. If you do not catch any crabs, ask a docent to bring one from our resident crab tanks. 

 
8. Change the water in the holding tub periodically. 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Questions to Ask Students About Crabs  
  

1. Can you identify a crab’s shell, abdomen, mouth, eye stalks. claws, swim paddles and 
walking legs?  (Use a live crab or the diagram on the visual aid board.) 
 

2. How many legs does a crab have? 
 

Crabs belong to the group of animals called decapods; they have one pair of claws, three 
pairs of walking legs and one pair of swim paddles.  

  
3. How does a crab move? Does it swim and walk in the same way? 

  
A crab walks using its six walking legs and swims using its two swim paddles. It walks and 
swims sideways. 

 
4. What does a crab eat?  
  

 As predators, crabs eat a variety of animals including other crabs, clams, worms, 
barnacles, and injured or weak fish. 

 Clams are among their favorite food; a crab has to take more than two hundred bites to 
eat one average-sized clam. 

 As scavengers, crabs eat dead and decomposing organisms, and, when they do so, they 
help clean up the Bay.  

  
5. Is there anything a crab will not eat?  
  

Crabs have trouble eating oysters because of the hard shell, and they do not eat jellyfish. 
  
6. How does a crab grow?  
 

A crab molts in order to grow. It sheds its outer shell, the exoskeleton, and replaces it with a 
new, soft shell.  It molts an average of twenty-eight times during its lifetime. A crab that is 
ready to molt is commonly called a peeler, and a discarded shell is commonly called a 
slough. A soft crab hardens within seventy-two hours. While its coloring resembles that of a 
hard crab, the soft crab is vulnerable to predators. A crab grows about 30% bigger every 
time it molts.  
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7. How do we know if a crab is a male or female?  
 

We can determine if the crab is male or female by looking at the abdomen on its outer shell, 
the exoskeleton. 

 

 A male crab has an abdomen that is narrow.  Its shape resembles the shape of the 
Washington Monument. 
 

 A juvenile female has a triangular-shaped abdomen. 
 

 An adult female has a wide abdomen for carrying her eggs. Its shape resembles the 
shape of the Capitol Dome.   

 

 A female crab has red-tipped claws; a male has bright blue claws.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Where are blue crabs found in the water column (the vertical space of the water)?  

  
Although they can swim, blue crabs spend most of their lives on the floor of the Bay.  They 
move throughout the rivers and estuaries of the Bay and out towards the ocean as the 
seasons change.   

 

Vocabulary  
  
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. 
  

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.  
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