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When you are done with this issue of PLAY, pass
it on. Remember that subscriptions to the PLAY
newsletter are free to kids ages 8 to 12.
Teachers and youth group leaders can also get
PLAY newsletters. Contact the Fish & Boat
Commission for more details on this program.
Don't forget to check out the Commission's web
site, www.fish.state.pa.us. The site is loaded
with information on reptiles, amphibians, fish,
fishing, boating and water safety.
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as the first fish you caught a "sunny"?
Sunfish are plentiful in Pennsylvania, living
in farm ponds, lakes and rivers. This issue of
PLAY focuses on the sunfish family.
Scientists call them the Centrarchidae
family. Don't worry about the big word–if
you read this issue you will learn more about
Centrarchidae.
First learn about the sunfish family tree.
Did you know that bass and bluegills are in
the same family? That is just one of many
facts you will learn by reading the article
about the life cycle of the sunfish family
members.
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Do you understand why there is a "noharvest" time for bass from mid-April to midJune? Can you really tell the difference
between a smallmouth bass and a
largemouth bass? Be honest! Read this issue
and learn the differences. Try the technique
described in this issue to catch more sunfish
and learn how to take care of your catch.
Reading this issue of PLAY will help you have
more fun fishing this summer and will put
more fish in your skillet.
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Sunfish Family Tree
When Pennsylvanians fish for sunfish family members, the first to the hook is
likely a bluegill or pumpkinseed. However, plenty of other "sunfish" are waiting to
bite, and some may not look like the bluegills in your pond. Cruising the waters of
Pennsylvania are 17 sunfish family species. Did you know that largemouth bass
and smallmouth bass are members of the sunfish family? Some sunfish are even
endangered, including the banded sunfish, longear sunfish and warmouth. Other
common fish such as crappies and rock bass are also sunfish. There is much more
to the sunfish family than meets the eye.

Kingdom:
Animalia (animals)

Phylum:
Chordata:
(spinal cord)

Class:
Osteichthyes
(bony
fishes)

Order: Perciformes
(Perches, Sunfishes, Sculpins)

Redear Sunfish
(Lepomis microlophus)

Bluegill
(Lepomis macrochirus)

Mud Sunfish
(Acantharchus pomotis)

Green Sunfish
(Lepomis cyanellus)

Warmouth
(Lepomis gulosus)
ENDANGERED

Pumpkinseed
(Lepomis gibbosus)

Longear Sunfish
Redbreast Sunfish
(Lepomis auritus)

(Lepomis megalotis)
ENDANGERED

• Males construct and guard a nest.
• Pan-shaped (body of the fish compressed vertically).
• Rough-edged (ctenoid) scales.
Family:
Centrarchidae
(Sunfishes)

• Two-section dorsal fin with spiny rays near the front.
• Most prefer warmer water temperatures (70-85 degrees).

Blackbanded Sunfish
(Enneacanthus chaetodon)

White Crappie
(Pomoxis annularis)

Black Crappie
(Pomoxis nigromaculatus)

Bluespotted Sunfish
(Enneacanthus gloriosus)

Rock Bass
(Ambloplites rupestris)

Largemouth Bass
Banded Sunfish

(Micropterus salmoides)

(Enneacanthus obesus)
ENDANGERED

Smallmouth Bass
(Micropterus dolomieui)

Spotted Bass
(Micropterus punctulatus)

L i f e o f a S u nf i s h
Preparing the nest

Laying eggs

Adult Largemouth Bass

8.4 mm
10.2 mm
15.5 mm

The life cycles of sunfish family
members are similar. The only difference
may be the habitats they prefer. Members
of the sunfish family are nest-builders. All
sunfish start life as an egg laid in a nest.
The male fish builds the nest and guards
the eggs and young fry. Other fish love to
eat the eggs and young fry. Male sunfish
are aggressive when guarding the nest.
The female sunfish lays her eggs in the
spring after the water reaches about 70
degrees.
This is a good time to catch the males,
but you must release them for the good of
the nest. It is the law that no bass can be
harvested from mid-April to mid-June.
Without males to guard the nest, other fish
will eat the eggs and fry.

In water temperatures close to 70
degrees, eggs may take only a few days to
hatch. The newly hatched young continue
to be nourished by the egg yolks.
In a few days the yolk sac is absorbed
and the young fry leave the nest. The fry
school and seek the protection of aquatic
vegetation. The fry feed on plankton and
tiny aquatic insects. In their first year, the
fry grow into juveniles and start feeding on
small fish. As juveniles, birds, turtles and
other larger fish often eat the young
sunfish. Although there are about 4,000
eggs laid in each nest, only a small number
live to maturity. At three or four years of
age, the fish are mature and start the
cycle for the next generation.
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Do you know your bass? Some
anglers do not know how to tell
a largemouth bass from a
smallmouth bass.

Mouth
The mouth of a
largemouth bass extends
past the eye. The mouth
of a smallmouth bass
extends only to the middle
of the eye.

Smallmouth Bass

Dorsal fin
The fin on the back or top of the fish is called the dorsal
fin. On a largemouth bass, the dorsal fin appears almost
separated. Smallmouth bass have one, undivided dorsal fin.

Largemouth Bass

Color
Largemouth bass are most often
greenish. Smallmouth bass are brownish
to bronze. They are sometimes called
"bronzebacks." Color is not always a
good test because colors may vary
depending on age and habitat.

Body markings
Bass can also be identified by the distinct
markings on their bodies. The largemouth bass
has a dark, horizontal stripe that runs from the
gill to the tail. The smallmouth bass has vertical
bars on its sides. However, these markings may be
very light. In fact, older fish sometimes lose their
markings completely.
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Both largemouth bass and
smallmouth bass feast on
minnows and crayfish.
Other sunfish eat smaller
minnows and crayfish.
Using lures that imitate this
prey makes good angling
sense. One of the best
ways to fish for members of
the sunfish family is to use
a technique called jigging.
A jig is a hook with some
weight on the head. Using a
jig, you can add several
different things to make
them appeal to fish. Live
minnows can be hooked
through the head on a jig.
The minnow combination
works well for bluegills,
crappies and small bass.
Using a 1/16-ounce jighead
and a fathead minnow near
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a downed tree in early
summer can be effective.
A plastic curly tail can
also be used. These softplastic lures move as you
retrieve them. When you
bounce them on the bottom
they must look like
crayfish! Plastic curly tails
can last forever, but live
minnows kept in your
pocket don't last very long.
White curly tails are a good
color choice.
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Jigging
There are several jigging techniques. One
technique is to cast the lure and then steadily
reel it in. As you reel it toward you, it should
look like a swimming minnow. Another
technique is to cast, reel a little and then let
the jig drop toward the bottom. Use a startand-stop
stop
p retrieve
trieve to make the lure
lurre look
loo like a
minn
now or crayfish
c
feeding o
on the
e botttom.

When fishing in deeper water (10 feet or
more) or in moving water, use a heavier
jighead. A well-stocked tackle box would have
jigs ranging in size from 1/16-ounce to 1/4ounce. It is also good to have different sizes
and colors of plastic tails. The color of the
tail is up to you, but white rules!

Jiggging technnique

Care of the Catch

What will you do with the fish you catch?
That's a question you should answer before
you catch a fish–not after!

Releasing your catch

In some areas, you may be required to
release your catch. Releasing fish can help
our natural resources. If you plan to release

it as
✘Play the fish quickly. ✘ Keep it in the water. ✘ Release
soon as possible.

Keeping your catch
If it is legal and you are prepared, you may
choose to keep your catch. To do this properly
you need to dress the catch. Ask an adult to
dress your catch. When keeping a bass, use a
blow to the fish's head to stun it, making it
easier to handle. Cut the "belly" of the fish
from the anal vent to the throat, removing the

entrails and gills. Rinse the fish with clean
water and keep it cold, or it will spoil. Bass
and other sunfish family members are best
prepared by filleting. Sunfish should be kept
alive as long as possible, and may be filleted
without first dressing them.

Scale
Remove head
Cut the "belly"

Rinse with
cold water

Fillet
Rinse with
cold water

Remove
Skin
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