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Adapted from a fish key by WDNR Fisheries Biologist Steve Gilbert

1. a. Body has no large bony plates . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #2

b. Body has several rows of large bony plates. Face has whiskers (barbels) and a sucker�like 

mouth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Lake Sturgeon

2. a. One dorsal fin; no adipose fin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #3

b. Two dorsal fins that may be separated or joined and have distinct spines and soft rays; or may have one 

dorsal fin and an adipose fin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #7

3. a. Dorsal fin is short, much less than half the body length . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #4

b. Dorsal fin is nearly half the body length or longer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Bowfin

4. a. Teeth are very visible and sharp . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (Pike Family) Go to #5

b. Teeth are not visible; mouth is fleshy and sucker�like . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . White Sucker

5. a. Tips of tail fin are rounded . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #6

b. Tips of tail fin are pointed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Muskellunge

6. a. Cheek and gill cover are fully scaled . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Grass Pickerel

b. Cheek and only upper half of gill cover are scaled . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Northern Pike

7. a. Adipose fin is present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #8

b. Adipose fin is absent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Go to #19

8. a. Whiskers (barbels) are present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #9

b. Whiskers are absent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #13

9. a. Tail is rounded or slightly indented . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #10

b. Tail is deeply forked . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Channel Catfish

10. a. Lower jaw does not protrude beyond upper jaw . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #11

b. Lower jaw protrudes beyond upper jaw. Body has patchy, mottled markings . . . . . . . . . Flathead Catfish

11. a. Anal fin has 15�24 rays; barbels are gray to black; tail fin is squarish and slightly notched . . . . . Go to #12

b. Anal fin has 24�27 rays; barbels are whitish; tail fin rounded . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Yellow Bullhead

12. a. Side is mottled; pectoral fin spine has strong saw�like “teeth” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Brown Bullhead

b. Side is not mottled; pectoral fin spine is “toothless” or has poorly developed “teeth” . . . .Black Bullhead
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13. a. Tail is deeply forked . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #14

b. Tail is only slightly forked or is not forked . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #16

14. a. Mouth is not turned down . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #15

b. Mouth is turned down . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Lake Whitefish

15. a. Back and sides are densely�mottled . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Lake Trout

b. Back and sides are not densely�mottled (scattered instead) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Coho Salmon

16. a. Back lacks worm�like markings; lower fins lack white edge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #17

b. Back has worm�like markings; lower fins have white edge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Brook Trout

17. a. Lower fins are not speckled . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #18 

b. Lower fins are speckled . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Chinook Salmon

18. a. Lateral line is pink and prominent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .... Rainbow Trout

b. Lateral line is not pink or prominent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Brown Trout

19. a. Anal fin has two or fewer spines on leading edge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (Perch Family) Go to #20

b. Anal fin has three or more spines on leading edge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (Sunfish Family) Go to #22

20. a. Teeth are not noticeable; tail lacks white tip . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #21 

b. Teeth are very large; tail has white mark on lower tip . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Walleye

21. a. Dorsal fin is polka dotted . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Sauger

b. Dorsal fin lacks polka dots . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Yellow Perch

22. a. Anal fin has four or more spines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... Go to #23

b. Anal fin has three spines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #24

23. a. Body is silver with random black scales ................ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Black Crappie

b. Body is not silver; black scales form lateral rows of spots . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Rock Bass

24. a. Mouth is very large; back of upper jaw extends to below or beyond eye. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #25

b. Mouth is very small, back of upper jaw does not extend to eye . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Go to #26

25. a. Tip of upper jaw extends beyond eye . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Largemouth Bass

b. Tip of upper jaw does not extend beyond eye .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Smallmouth Bass

26. a. Red spot is present at tip of gill flap . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Pumpkinseed

b. Gill flap is all black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Bluegill
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BLACK BULLHEAD
Barbels gray or black. Dark olive or black back.
Smooth pectoral fin spine.

BLACK CRAPPIE
Black and white coloration. Speckles scattered over
entire body. Seven to eight spines in the dorsal fin.
Green-yellow belly.

BLUEGILL
Black edge on the end of the gill cover. Black spot on
the rear dorsal fin.

BROOK TROUT
Light worm-like patterns on a dark body. Lower fins
reddish with a white front edge. Tail fin slightly forked.

BROWN BULLHEAD
Light brown mottled sides. White or pale belly. Dark
brown barbels. Square, slightly-notched tail. 

BROWN TROUT
Square tail with few spots. Large black, blue, or red
spots on the upper portion of the body, some ringed
in white.

CARP
Huge, plate-like, gold scales. Small barbels around
the corners of its mouth.

CHANNEL CATFISH
Silver sides, lighter on belly and darker on back. Sides
spotted on young fish. Deeply-forked tail fin.

CHINOOK SALMON
Spots over the entire tail. Fifteen to nineteen rays on
the anal fin. Black mouth and gums.

COHO SALMON
Small black spots on upper sides and back and upper
half of the tail. White gums, black mouth. Brilliant
white on the belly.

FLATHEAD CATFISH
Rounded, barely-forked tail fin. Long, flattened head.
Mottled (speckled) sides. Lower lip juts out beyond
upper lip.

LAKE STURGEON
Four barbels. Bony, shell-shaped plates on the sides
and back. Upper lobe of the tail fin is larger than the
lower lobe.

LAKE TROUT
Light gray spots on a dark gray or olive body. Deeply
forked tail.

LARGEMOUTH BASS
Deep notch in the dorsal fin. Dark horizontal band
on the body. Upper jaw extends back beyond the eye.

MUSKELLUNGE
Vertical dark markings on a light background.
Pointed tail, pectoral and pelvic fins.

NORTHERN PIKE
Horizontal light markings on a dark background.
Rounded tail, pectoral and pelvic fins.

PUMPKINSEED
Scarlet/orange spot on the gill cover. Pectoral fin long
and pointed. Three spines on the anal fin. Bright
orange stripes on the face.

RAINBOW TROUT
Small, dark spots on body. Rows of small black spots
on the slightly forked tail. Usually a pink horizontal
stripe down the body.

ROCK BASS
Red eye. Ten or eleven spines in the dorsal fin. Six
spines in the anal fin.

SAUGER
Polka-dot dorsal fin. Three or four large dark spots
on the sides of the fish. Dark spot at the base of its
pectoral fin.

SMALLMOUTH BASS
Small notch on the dorsal fin. Vertical olive bars on a
bronze body. Upper jaw extends back to the center
of the eye.

WALLEYE
Dark spot on the front dorsal fin. White tip on the
bottom of the tail fin.

WHITE BASS
Silvery-white sides. Thin, black horizontal stripes.
Large mouth and eyes.

WHITE CRAPPIE
Black and white. Black spots arranged in loose
narrow bands on the sides. Six spines in the dorsal
fin. Yellow-white belly.

YELLOW BULLHEAD
Barbels white or yellow. Yellow-whitish belly.
Rounded tail fin.

YELLOW PERCH
Golden-yellow coloration. Six to eight dark vertical
bands on the body. Lower fins lightly red-orange.
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Catch and Keep
The fish cards in this packet are designed to be printed with a fish image on the front and the name printed on
the back. If you want students to guess the name of the fish or learn to use a dichotomous key without
providing the answers first, print only the front side. 

Note that the following fish included in this collection of images are not included in the key provided: hybrid
striped bass, striped bass, white bass, white crappie, white perch, yellow bass, Eurasian ruffe, and round goby.

Fish Images
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Channel Catfish Chinook Salmon

Brown Trout Common Carp

Brook Trout Brown Bullhead
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Pumpkinseed Rainbow Trout

Lake TroutLake Sturgeon

Lake Whitefish

Rock Bass Round Goby
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White Bass
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Game Fish, Rough Fish, Minnows

M. Golden Rules

All Fish

Rough Fish Minnows

By state law all fish are “game” fish if not
“rough” fish or “minnows.” Game fish may not
be harvested unless an open season is specified in
Administrative Code.

* Taxonomically, carp and goldfish are in the minnow family.
Legally, however, they are classified as “rough” fish, but not
as “minnows” in Wisconsin. Although dace are also
members of the minnow family, legally, they are classified as
both a minnow and a rough fish. All members of the sucker
family are considered rough fish for legal purposes; they are
in the same order as minnows. Other fish legally referred to
as “minnows,” are in several different taxonomic families.

Alewife
Carp*

Bowfin
Burbot

FW Drum
Gar
Goldeye
Goldfish*
Lamprey

Mooneye
Smelt

Shad

Darters
Killifish

Madtoms

Mudminnows

Sculpin

Sticklebacks

Stonecat 

Trout-perch

All Cyprinids 
(except carp 

and goldfish)

Buffalo

Carpsucker

Dace*

Quillback

Redhorse

Suckers
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