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LIFE JACKETS (PFDS) • Even if you are fishing from shore, 
life jackets or personal floatation devices (pfds) are a good thing 
to have for small children or weak swimmers. Of course, they don’t 
do much good unless they’re on and properly fitted. Find places to 
fish where the water is shallow near shore and the bottom slopes 
gradually. This will also allow kids to wade around and search for 
bugs and things if the fishing is slow.

FIRST AID KIT • With a basic first aid kit you can handle the 
occasional nicks and scrapes. Be sure to include a spray or salve for 
insect bites and stings, as well as any special medications that the 
child may require, for example allergy or asthma medicine.

HOOKS AND CASTING 
• Hooks must be sharp, and 
are the most likely cause of 
accidents while fishing. Barbed 
hooks create special concerns. 
Handle all hooks carefully, and 
teach kids to always look behind 
them before casting. A hook in 
a bush is bad enough - a hook 
in your skin is worse. If a hook 
penetrates below the barb, get 
medical help.
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FOOTWEAR • Plan on feet ending up in the water. If the 
weather’s warm, consider old shoes that you don’t mind getting wet. 
In cooler weather, waterproof boots are a good idea.

ETHICS AND RESPECT
WE ALL WANT CHILDREN TO RESPECT our natural environment. Kids 
need to see that our aquatic resources belong to all of us, and that 
we all need to take care of them. It is pretty easy to see that if we 

don’t take care, we may 
not have fish to catch in 
the future. What may be 
harder to get across is 
the basic respect that all 
living things deserve, even 
those, perhaps especially 
those, that we may kill to 
eat. Perhaps the best way 
to instill this attitude is 
to model this behaviour 
yourself as a caring adult. 
Some things to consider:

•	 Don’t litter. Litter is 
not only unsightly, 
but it can harm fish, 
birds and other living 
things. Fishing line 
is particularly bad. 
Take back everything 
that you brought on 
your trip, and consider 
leaving the area better 
than you found it.
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•	 Have fun, but don’t be overly loud or boisterous. These 
behaviours not only spook other anglers, they spook the fish as 
well.

•	 Obey the law. Be sure you have the current Ontario Recreational 
Fishing Regulations Summary (available from fishing licence 
issuers - check your local bait and tackle, sporting goods or 
hardware stores). Know and be prepared to explain the rules 
and abide by the limits and other regulations contained in the 
Summary. Show older kids how to use the Summary themselves. 
You will also need to know how to identify some common Ontario 
fish. Illustrations are available on the inside front and back 
covers, and these fish are described later. 

•	 Keep only those fish that you plan to eat, and handle them 
carefully (see Landing and Handling). Release the others quickly 
and properly. Your Summary has good tips on proper release 
techniques. 

•	 Discuss other, less direct things that can affect fish and their 
habitat. Recycling, not putting chemicals, soaps or detergents 
down drains, and not destroying shoreline vegetation will all 
benefit fish in the long run. 
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NOW YOU’RE FISHIN’!
GOOD PLANNING, PRACTICE AND PREPARATION are essential, but the 
act of fishing can only be done on site. Following the steps below 
will assure you that your trip will be fun, and that your chances of 
catching fish will be as good as they can be.

REMEMBER, THE POINT OF BEING THERE IS to help and guide the 
young angler. Match the amount of help to the age of the child and 
the amount of experience that he/she has gained.

IN ONTARIO, CHILDREN BELOW THE AGE OF 18 can fish without 
a licence and take home a full limit of fish if they wish. Adults 
between 18 and 64 are required to have a licence.  If the young 
angler needs a lot of help, or you want to do a little fishing too, 
consider a Conservation Licence. It costs much less than a regular 
licence, since it allows you to take reduced limits of most fish 
species. 

FINDING A GOOD SPOT • Fish are not distributed evenly 
throughout a lake or stream. Proper site selection may have more to 
do with fishing success than anything else you try. Ask your fishing 
friends, MNR Office, local Conservation Authority, or bait and tackle 
dealer for a good panfish (i.e. sunfish and other smaller fish) loca-
tions within 1/2 to 1 hour of home. Small lakes or ponds that have 
public access are probably better places to start than streams. When 
you get there, walk along the shore. Look for what is called struc-
ture: places where fish might hide or find food. Structure includes 
rock piles, drowned trees, the edges of weed beds, places where the 
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shallows drop quickly off to deeper water and dock pilings. Also try 
stream or creek mouth areas.2

2 Please remember to respect private land.

METHOD SELECTION • How you fish will depend on what 
fish you are after. With bait, rig a float for sunfish, or fish the 
bottom for catfish, carp or suckers.

CAREFUL CASTING • 
That first cast can be truly 
exciting, so much so that all 
else is forgotten. Your job is to 
remind: look behind, when to 
release, where to cast.

LINE CONTROL  • When 
fishing with bait, keep it still. 
Don’t move the bait around, or 
jerk the rod tip. Keep the line 
fairly tight (a direct line to the 
bait or bobber; little of the line 
coil showing) without pulling 
on the terminal tackle. Keep 
the rod at about a 45 degree 
angle. 
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WATCH FOR NIBBLES • Here’s where you can really be a 
help. Unless a fish hits almost immediately, young eyes tend to 
wander. By keeping your eye on the line or rod tip, you can bring 
that attention back when things start to happen.

SETTING THE HOOK • This is a skill which will come with 
experience. When using bait, remember to wait a bit until the 

bobber goes under, or the 
line begins to move off. Set 
the hook by firmly snapping 
the tip of the rod back over 
the shoulder. With most lures, 
remember to set the hook right 
away. Treat artificial worms like 
live bait.

PLAYING THE FISH • Reel 
in steadily, keeping the rod tip 
up. Avoid the temptation to 
rush, or to increase the drag (a 
knob or dial on the reel which 
increases or decreases the 
resistance to pulling line out) 
if the fish takes off. Just hold 
the tip up and let the fish tire. 
Increase the drag slightly only 
if you can’t reel in at all. With 
too much drag the line may 
break. Quickly reel in any slack. 
Be ready for another short burst 
when the fish becomes aware of 
you or sees your net.  
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LANDING AND HANDLING • Landing is easiest with a 
net. Keep the net stationary, below the fish in the water. Guide the 
fish over the net and then raise it up. Panfish can be lifted straight 
out of the water, but may flip off the hook as they come up. Bass 
can be lipped - grasp the lower lip firmly between thumb and index 
finger and lift the fish out of the water. Support the fish with your 
other hand under its belly if you hold it out horizontally. Landing 
the fish is something that you can do at first while the child keeps 
the line snug and the rod tip up. More experienced children can land 
the fish themselves.

ALL FISH SHOULD BE 
HANDLED CAREFULLY 
and with respect. Take 
particular care with fish 
that will be released. 
In many cases, they 
don’t even have to 
come out of the water 
as you work the hook 
out. If you want to 
take the fish out of 
the water, e.g. for a 
photograph, use wet 
hands and hold your 
breath. Carefully grasp 
the fish from one side, 
folding down the sharp 
dorsal fins (catfish have 
spines by their front 
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fins as well). Put the fish back before you need a breath. Check the 
Ontario Recreational Fishing Regulations Summary for more details 
on proper release. 

KEEPING YOUR CATCH • For good eating quality, you must 
either keep fish alive or cold.  A few sunfish can be kept in a bucket 
with a frequent change of water, or in a wire mesh live basket. 
Larger fish can be put on a fish stringer with a line or a clip that is 
put through the fish’s lower lip. Fish can also be kept under ice in a 
cooler. Kill the fish first with a sharp rap between the eyes, using a 
sawed-off bat handle or other round piece of wood. 

IDENTIFYING YOUR 
CATCH

TO MAKE SURE YOUR CATCH 
IS WITHIN the law, you must 
be able to identify it. In 
addition, learning together 
about each type of fish 
can be fun, and will help 
in deciding where and how 
to fish for it. The following 
information describes the 
fish you are most likely to 
catch as a beginning angler. 
On the inside front and back 
covers, you will find pictures 
of each fish described on the 
following pages.



28               Take a Kid Fishing

BEST BETS
PANFISH: Sunfish, Rock Bass and Black Crappie

THESE COLOURFUL LITTLE SCRAPPERS are abundant in many Ontario 
waters. They usually weigh four to eight ounces, but can grow as 
big as a pound or two. They are very flat, almost in the shape of a 
hand. 

AGGRESSIVE FEEDERS, SUNFISH TAKE BAIT readily, fight well on 
light tackle and are considered to be very fine eating. They can 
generally be found in the shallows of warmer lakes, ponds and slow-
moving streams. Try fishing near rocks, weedbeds, floating docks or 
anything else that would give them a place to hide. Rock bass, as 
the name implies, prefer rocky areas. Stillfish using a bobber and 
worms, adjusting the depth of the bait until you find where they 
are. You can also try small plugs, spinners or jigs. Black crappie in 
particular seem to like live minnows.  Their mouth tissues, however, 
are fairly thin, and hooks may rip out unless played with a delicate 
touch. 

YELLOW PERCH:

This smaller cousin of the walleye is a very popular panfish, 
and is often found with the sunfish. However, they aren’t as tied 
to structure, and will travel in schools looking for food. So cast 
widely, and if you find one, chances are you will find lots. Perch 
take all sorts of live bait (particularly minnows) and small lures (try 
spinners and jigs ‘sweetened’ with worm pieces) and are fine eating.

AVERAGE SIZE IS ABOUT ONE THIRD OF a pound, but perch of a 
pound or so are regularly caught and examples of perch weighing up 
to two pounds are not unknown. 
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BASS: Largemouth and Smallmouth

AS THE NAMES IMPLY, the easiest way to tell these two fighters 
apart is the size of the mouth. In largemouth, the jaw hinge 
extends beyond its large, distinctive eye. In the smallmouth, it 
doesn’t go beyond the centre of the eye. And while the two fish 
sometime overlap territories, largemouth are more commonly found 
in warmwater weedbeds. Largemouth like to hide in the weeds and 
ambush their prey, so drop your lure or bait near the edges of the 
beds. Worms - real or artificial - often work best. Work your bait 
around any logs, boulders or other potential hiding spots.

THE LARGEMOUTH AVERAGES one to three pounds but fish weighing 
five or six pounds are caught in Ontario each year.

THE SCRAPPY SMALLMOUTH BASS lives in cool, clear water across 
much of the province, preferring the rocky and sandy areas of the 
lakes and rivers. Look for rocky points, shoals, slopes and submerged 
logs. Fish deeper in the hotter parts of the summer. Almost any bait 
or type of lure may work, but crayfish are often a preferred food. 
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SMALLMOUTH ARE STRONG FIGHTERS which occasionally put on 
astonishing top-water acrobatic displays. Average weight is a pound 
or two, but five and six pound fish are caught each year.

BOTTOM FISH: Catfish and Carp

PLACE YOUR BAIT DIRECTLY on the bottom to hook these sometimes 
overlooked fish. 

THE BROWN BULLHEAD, ALSO CALLED MUDCAT, sports brown barbels, 
or whiskers, on its chin and has a square tail. The average bullhead 
weighs somewhere between a half-pound and a pound, but it may 
reach weights of over two pounds. Its reddish-coloured flesh is 
surprisingly sweet and tasty and is considered a delicacy by many 
anglers.

THE BULLHEAD IS MOST OFTEN FOUND in shallow, warm water over 
sandy or muddy bottoms. It is most active at night. As bottom 
feeders, catfish feel for food with their sensitive “whiskers”, or 
barbels. Still fishing with bait works best. Simply allow your bait to 
rest on the bottom and wait.

THE CHANNEL CATFISH IS A LARGER COUSIN of the bullhead. It has a 
deeply forked tail and is primarily a river fish, often caught at night 
in fast-moving water. Fish as you would for brown bullheads, or use 
dead baitfish. Spinners and minnow-shaped plugs work, too. 

THE CARP IS A EUROPEAN NATIVE, released in North America back in 
the 1800’s. It is a hard-fighting fish that’s lots of fun to catch.
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CARP LIKE SHALLOW, WARM, weedy water. Carp, like catfish, are 
bottom feeders, feeling for food with their sensitive “whiskers”, or 
barbels. Still fishing with live bait works best, and they will take 
even simple baits such as doughballs. Simply allow your bait to rest 
on the bottom and wait. 

THE CARP HAS LARGE SCALES, almost like a coat of armour. Its 
average weight is about four pounds, but fish up to 20-30 pounds 
are not uncommon. 

YOU MIGHT FIND...
PIKE OR MUSKELLUNGE

THE NORTHERN PIKE IS COMMON over much of Ontario. It is 
an active, aggressive predator and popular gamefish. Slim and 
streamlined, it has a very pointed snout and a mouth filled with 
very sharp teeth. 

THE PIKE IS OFTEN FOUND IN SHALLOW, weedy warm water. If 
hungry, pike may hit anything that moves, and are often caught 
by trolling or casting in or near weed beds using spoons, plugs or 
bucktail spinners. In mid-summer, try still fishing with baitfish in 
deeper water off the edges of weed beds. Its flesh is very tasty, but 
it takes a little time and skill to remove its numerous bones prior to 
cooking. 

PIKE ARE USUALLY about two to four pounds in weight, but fish 10 
to 20 pounds are not uncommon in Ontario.
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MUSKELLUNGE, or muskie, have the same general shape and 
behaviour as pike, but tend to be striped instead of spotted. They 
also grow much larger. Knowing the difference is important, since 
muskie are much rarer, more prized as a gamefish, and consequently 
have more restrictive size and catch limits.

WALLEYE

THE WALLEYE, SOMETIMES CALLED pickerel or yellow pickerel, is the 
most popular gamefish in Ontario. It has a mouth full of small, very 
sharp teeth. The eyes, which give it its name, are very large and 
placed toward the top of the head. Average weight of the walleye 
is a pound or two, but specimens of 5 to 10 pounds in weight are 
regularly caught in Ontario.

WALLEYE ARE FOUND in most Ontario waters, but like large, shallow 
lakes and large streams or rivers. Because of their light-sensitive 
eyes, they feed well in cloudy water, but are often 
found in deeper water than other fish. During the 
day, use live minnows or lures such as 
spinners, crankbaits and 
jigs. Fish near the bottom 
around weed beds, boulder 
shoals and sunken logs. 
At night, try your luck in 
shallower water as well. 
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OTHER GAMEFISH

TROUT AND SALMON
THIS LARGE FAMILY OF RELATED SPORTFISH can be generally 
identified by a streamlined shape, lack of spiny fins and a tiny fin 
on the back near the tail. All prefer cold water, and most can be 
found in streams at some time in their life.

BROOK, RAINBOW AND BROWN TROUT are commonly stream-
dwellers, although rainbows and browns are also found in the 
Great Lakes, and brook trout in deeper inland lakes. Brook trout 
prefer clear, cool streams, and are often found in shady, spring-fed, 
headwater areas. While live bait and other lures will work, brook 
trout are especially popular with fly fisherman. Average weight in 
streams is less than a pound, but brook trout can grow as large as 
10 pounds. 

RAINBOW AND BROWN TROUT can tolerate slightly warmer water 
than brook trout and can be found in the lower reaches of brook 
trout streams. In small bodies of water, the rainbow usually weighs 
less than a pound or so, but it can reach weights of 15 pounds or 
more in the Great Lakes or its tributary streams and rivers.  
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3 Most fish caught in the province are safe to eat, particularly panfish and smaller sportfish. However, pollution may be 
a concern in some fish from some locations. Obtain a copy of the Guide to Eating Ontario Sport Fish from the Ministry of 
Environment, and check the consumption guidelines for the lake or stream where you plan to fish. 

In summer, ‘bows’ are most often found in the lower parts of large, 
swift, rocky rivers and in the deeper waters of lakes. Flies are 
commonly used in streams, but almost any lure or natural bait may 
be struck. 

ANOTHER IMPORTANT GAMEFISH, the brown trout is a golden brown 
colour when found in streams and rivers. In lakes its colour fades 
almost to silver. Its weight ranges from 2 to 12 pounds but fish of 
over 20 pounds have been caught in the Great Lakes. 

LAKE TROUT MOST OFTEN LIVE in the deeper waters of the Great 
Lakes and other cold, deep lakes. During the summer, ‘lakers’ require 
specialized fishing gear and techniques to get bait or lures down to 
the fish. 

CHINOOK AND COHO SALMON are recent introductions from the 
Pacific Northwest. Although they use streams for breeding, they 
spend a large part of their life in the Great Lakes. Since they are 
often found in deep water, they usually require special equipment 
and support a thriving charter boat fishery in Lake Ontario and 
other Great Lakes.

CLEANING AND 
COOKING

3

THERE IS A SPECIAL SATISFACTION in bringing home and eating 
fish that you have caught yourself. Involving young anglers in this 
process will reinforce those feelings and show the positive results 



Take a Kid Fishing               35               

of their efforts. The easiest preparation method is to fillet the fish. 
Carefully done, it results in boneless flesh that is easy for kids to 
eat.

WHAT YOU NEED is a sharp 
filleting knife (with a narrow 
blade that is easy to maneuver 
around the ribs). Start at the top 
of the fish just back of the gill 
cover. Cut down to the spine, 
just to one side of the dorsal fin. 
Work back until you reach the 
end of the fin. Then cut down 
through the fish to a point just 
behind the vent and slice along 
the backbone to the tail. Make a 
cut from the top of the fish to its 
belly, just behind the gill cover. 
While pulling the fillet away from 
the fish, run the blade parallel 
to the ribs to finish cutting off 
the meat. Remove the skin by 
pulling it back and slicing it away 
with the knife. Caution: leave a 
small patch of skin on fillets when 
transporting so each fish can be 
identified by a Conservation Officer. 
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COOKING FISH DOES NOT have to be elaborate. The best fish are 
fresh fish. Simply dip the fish in beaten eggs or milk, then in flour 
or bread crumbs, and fry in cooking oil, butter or margarine. Don’t 
overcook - the fish is done when the flesh turns white and can be 
easily flaked apart. 

AS  YOU EAT YOUR FISH, begin to plan your next trip...



Rainbow Trout Lake Trout

Chinook Salmon Coho Salmon

Brown Bullhead Channel Catfish

Carp

Brook Trout Brown Trout
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