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Fish Adaptations Teacher’s Guide 
 

Subject: Integrated Science (Life; Earth-Space; Physical) 

Topics: Physical and Behavioral Adaptations; Traits, Natural Selection 

Summary: 

Students will use a trawl to collect fish, observe, measure, record and compare selected 

structural features of the collected specimens, differentiate between physical and 

behavioral adaptations, and infer potential beneficial effects of various adaptations 

especially those that relate to mobility and feeding 

Objective(s): 

After completing the field lab, students will be able to: 

1. Identify a variety of fish adaptations 

2. Relate adaptations to fish survival (mobility and feeding) 

3. Observe, measure, record and compare selected structural features of the collected 

specimens 
4. Differentiate between physical and behavioral adaptations 

Ecosystem(s): Marine, Ocean Coastal Water, Bays 

Equipment: 

• Research vessel and PFDs 

• Trawl net 

• Ruler and tape measure 

• Observation tank 

• Digital Camera (optional) 

• GPS  

Background: 

• Reference Material: Adaptation and natural selection; Project WILD Aquatic K-12 (Fashion a Fish) 

• Vocabulary: Adaptation; Speciation; Variation; Biodiversity; Evolution; Trait (physical structures); 

Substrate 

• Equipment Training: Trawl net, GPS 

Field Lab Procedure/Steps 
1. Review safety issues with students prior to boarding vessel. Why do fish need to adapt to their environment? How do 

fish adaptations relate to mobility or feeding habits? 

2. Discuss various features of fish using picture guide and traits page. Go over basic mouth types, tail shapes and body 

shapes explaining functionality of each.  

3. Divide students into 4 groups and give each group a fresh mullet that you have kept on ice. Have students fill out 

column for fish 1 on data sheet using the characteristics of the mullet.  

4. Review what they discovered about the mullet as a whole group.  

5. Fish 2 and 3 can come from the trawl catch or previously captured live specimens (good idea). Try to use some 

specimens with unique body forms (i.e., Flounder, cowfish, burrfish, toadfish, etc.). 

6. Conduct short trawl to catch live specimens and look at other plant and animal species in the environment.  

7. Place live fish in pans with water and pass them out to small groups for observations on data sheets (deep dish pans 

work well).  

8. Have each small group share with whole group about their fish.  

9. Go through assessment questions on ride back in, making sure students understand basic concepts. 

 

Sunshine State Standards 
Science: SC.F.1.3.7; SC.G.1.3.2; SC.G.2.3.3; SC.H.1.3.4; SC.F.2.3.3; SC.G.1.3.3; SC.G.2.3.4; SC.H.3.3.2;  

Language Arts: LA.A.1.3.3; LA.B.2.3.1; LA.C.1.3.1;  

Mathematics: MA.D.1.3.2;  

Social Studies: SS.B.1.3.1 
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Fish Adaptations       Student Data Sheet 

General Information 

Full Name:  Date:  

School (teacher):  Time:  

Latitude:  Longitude:  

Student Hypothesis and Rationale 

If a snake or eel-like body shape is adapted to rocks and crevices, then we will find (more/less) ____________ 

fish with this body type in a area with a sandy bottom with few rocks an crevices because . . .   

  

Field Observations/Measurements/Data 

 

Trait Fish 1 Fish 2 Fish 3 

Body shape    

Tail shape    

Mouth 

(location and size) 
   

Teeth 

(location and size) 
   

Location of eyes    

Coloration/Patterns    

Type of fish 
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Fish Adaptations Assessment 
 

1. Was there any one trait that was the same for all three fish examined? 

 

 

 

 

2. Based on its mouth and teeth, where do you think fish #2 might find its food? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What is countershading? Would this feature be helpful to a fish that lived in the deepest parts of the 

ocean? 

 

 

 

 

4. Do your data support your hypothesis? Whether your hypothesis is supported or not, what can you infer 

from your observations, measurements, and results?  

 

 

 

 

5. What was the most interesting thing that you observed or learned on the boat today? 

 

 

 

 

6. What traits do people look for in fish? 
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Fish Adaptations Portfolio Journal Prompt 
 

Fish adapt to their underwater environment so that they can swim, eat, and breathe more easily. For example, a 

fish whose mouth points upward most likely eats other plants or animals near the surface of the water. Think 

about your own body. How have humans adapted to the environment they live in? Describe how the human 

body’s eyes, feet, and nose have adapted to fit our surroundings. 
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Fish Adaptations Fish Trait Reference Chart 

 
Source: Unknown 
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Fish Adaptations Saltwater Fish Reference Chart 

 
Source: Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 


