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Anglerfish Lesson Plan 

Summary 

In this session, Blade sketched an anglerfish while discussing its unique biology and 

history. He described the illicium and esca, the bioluminescent lure used to attract 

prey, and explained the extreme sexual dimorphism, which means males and 

females look and behave very differently. In anglerfish, tiny males fuse permanently 

into females and lose all organs except their reproductive ones. The lesson 

highlighted their small size, evolutionary age, and lack of fossils, as well as how 

humans first encountered them through dredging in the 1800s and later by using 

deep-sea submersibles like Alvin. Pop culture appearances in Finding Nemo, Star 

Wars, and Aquaman were also noted, along with the role of anglerfish in the deep-

sea ecosystem. 

 

Episode link: https://www.youtube.com/live/9r3vXppZQYc?si=3MT4Hvf-

QmloGWHq 

Objective 
Students will explore the biology, adaptations, and cultural significance of 

anglerfish, focusing on their bioluminescent lures, reproductive strategies, and how 

humans study them. 

Materials 

• 9 Fun Facts about Anglerfish (provided) 

• Worksheet (provided) 

• Optional: images of anglerfish and their illicium/esca, video clips of deep-sea 

anglerfish 

Introduction 

Introduce students to the concept of extreme adaptations in the deep sea. Ask them 

to consider how animals might survive in complete darkness, under high pressure, 

and with limited food sources. 
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Activity 

1. Read the 9 Fun Facts as a class. 

2. Discuss how anglerfish attract prey with bioluminescence. 

3. Examine the unusual mating strategy and compare it with other reproductive 

strategies in nature. 

4. Consider how technology like Alvin allows scientists to study creatures that 

cannot survive at the surface. 

5. Explore how anglerfish imagery appears in pop culture and connects to human 

imagination about sea monsters. 

Assessment 

• Students complete the worksheet with short-answer and fill-in-the-blank 

questions. 

• Group discussion about why adaptations like bioluminescence and sexual 

dimorphism evolved. 

• Written reflection on how anglerfish fuel myths and stories about sea monsters. 

Rubric 
Criteria Excellent (4) Good (3) Fair (2) Poor (1) 

Understanding of 

Facts 

Accurately explains 

all 9 facts with detail 

Explains most facts 

clearly 

Explains some facts 

with errors 

Limited or no 

understanding 

Engagement in 

Discussion 

Actively participates 

with thoughtful input 

Participates with 

some input 

Minimal participation No participation 

Worksheet 

Completion 

All sections complete 

with accurate 

answers 

Most sections 

complete 

Some sections 

incomplete 

Worksheet mostly 

blank 

Reflection Clear, thoughtful, 

connects science and 

culture 

Clear and somewhat 

thoughtful 

Limited depth No reflection 

provided 
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9 Fun Facts 

1. Built-in Fishing Rod 

Anglerfish have a modified dorsal fin spine called the illicium that extends over their 

head like a rod, with the esca at the tip acting as bait. In deep-sea species, symbiotic 

bioluminescent bacteria make the esca glow, luring curious prey straight into their 

mouths. 

Source: https://www.mbari.org/animal/deep-sea-anglerfish/ 

2. Sit-and-Wait Predators 

Rather than chase prey, anglerfish rely on patience. They stay motionless in the 

dark, dangling their glowing lure until fish or shrimp swim close enough, then snap 

them up with their oversized jaws and inward-pointing teeth. 

Source: https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/fish/facts/anglerfish 

3. A Truly Weird Romance 

In several deep-sea species, the tiny males bite onto a much larger female and fuse 

with her body, connecting their circulatory systems. This is an extreme case of 

sexual dimorphism, which means males and females look and behave very 

differently. Over time the male loses his organs until only gonads remain, making 

him a permanent mate. 

Source: https://www.britannica.com/animal/anglerfish 

4. Shallow-Water Cousins and Family Ties 

Not all anglerfish live in the abyss. Goosefish and monkfish are coastal relatives that 

use camouflage instead of glowing lures, and some are considered delicacies. Their 

closest evolutionary cousins include toadfish and batfish, which share similar fin 

modifications and odd body plans, showing that the anglerfish family has quirky 

members in both shallow and deep waters. 

Source: https://ocean.si.edu/ocean-life/fish/anglerfish-relatives 

5. Fossil Ghosts with a Cretaceous Start 

The soft bodies of anglerfish do not preserve well, so fossils are rare. Most of what 

we know about their history comes from DNA studies, which suggest they branched 

off around 100–130 million years ago in the Cretaceous period. The deep-sea 

specialists we know today likely adapted to their niche as the oceans reshaped after 

the Cretaceous. 

Source: https://bmcecolevol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2148-10-

58 
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6. Explored by Alvin 

Much of our direct knowledge of living anglerfish comes from deep-sea 

submersibles like Alvin, operated by Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. These 

dives brought the first close-up footage of anglerfish in their natural habitat. 

Source: https://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/technology/subs/subs-071521.html 

7. Lights Out with Will Smith 

In a National Geographic special, actor Will Smith joined a dive in Alvin where 

researchers cut the lights to reveal the glowing 'stars' of bioluminescent life, 

including anglerfish. This brought their deep-sea spectacle to mainstream 

audiences. 

Source: https://press.disneyplus.com/disney-plus/welcome-to-earth/descent-into-

darkness 

8. Movie Monster Cameos 

Anglerfish cemented their pop-culture status with a terrifying scene in Finding 

Nemo. They’ve also inspired monster designs in Atlantis: The Lost Empire, 

Aquaman, and even the giant-fish chase sequence in Star Wars: The Phantom 

Menace. 

Source: https://jgeekstudies.org/2023/04/15/the-lure-of-the-deep-sea-anglerfish-

as-movie-monsters/ 

9. Still a Mystery 

With over 200 known species, anglerfish are widespread, but scientists know little 

about their population numbers or conservation status. Their remoteness means 

they remain one of the ocean’s most mysterious groups of predators. 

Source: https://aussieanimals.com/fish/anglerfish 
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Worksheet 
Name__________________________________ Date________________ 

Review 

6. What is the name of the rod and bait structure on an anglerfish’s head? 

 

7. How big are most anglerfish compared to common household animals? 

 

8. How long ago did anglerfish first appear, according to genetic studies? 

Discussion 

9. Why might anglerfish males fuse permanently into females? 

 

10. Why can’t anglerfish be studied long-term at the surface? 

 

11. Why do anglerfish often appear in popular movies and stories? 

Data Analysis 

12. Anglerfish have over 200 known species. If researchers discover 15 new species, 

what percentage increase would that be? 

 

13. What makes bioluminescence especially useful in the deep sea where anglerfish 

live? 

Reflection 

14. Imagine you are a deep-sea explorer in Alvin. Describe what it would feel like to 

see anglerfish in their natural habitat. 

 

 

15. Do you think anglerfish are truly “ugly,” or is their appearance simply adapted to 

their environment? Explain. 
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