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Fish have several sets of fins, and each fin performs a specific function. The caudal (or tail) 
fin is used for propulsion and pushes the fish forward. The dorsal fin, ventral fins, and anal 
fin provide stability and prevent fish from tipping over. Each of these fins have pointed barbs 
which help fish defend themselves from the bite of predators. Pectoral fins act as brakes. 
These fins can be pushed out to stop forward momentum and are used to help fish swim 
backwards. 

Fish “hear” by sensing vibrations in the water using nerve endings in their lateral lines. 
Lateral lines allow fish to escape from predators and locate their prey. They are very useful 
in murky water when the visibility is poor. 

Most fish are protected by scales which are made from the same material as human 
fingernails. Scales provide a protective coat of armor over the skin and act much like 
shingles on a rooftop, allowing water to easily flow over the body. Fish are also covered with 
a layer of slime which protects them from harmful bacteria. 

Most fish in the Chesapeake Bay are greenish-brown on the top half of their bodies and 
white on the lower half. Having a greenish-brown back allows fish to blend in with the water 
when predators such as ospreys and bald eagles hunt them from above; having a white belly 
allows fish to blend in with the glare of the sun when predators hunt them from below. This 
two-part system of camouflage is known as counter shading and is common to many Bay 
animals including crabs, terrapins and snakes. 
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

DIRECTIONS:  Read the text on the previous page, then answer the following 
questions in complete sentences.  Write your answers on the lines provided.

1.  How do the dorsal fin, ventral fins, and anal fin help a fish swim properly?

2.  Which fins would a fish use to make itself stop or swim backwards?

3. What is a lateral line?

4.  Why do fish have a layer of slime covering their bodies?

5.  What is counter shading and how does it help fish avoid predators?
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