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For my mom and dad,
who did so much, so well,
with so little help.
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INTRODUCTION


“You don’t spoil your kids by giving them what they want—you spoil them by giving them everything except what they want. What they want is you.”

—Jim McHugh



My father used to get them from the library. They were dog-eared paperbacks, held together by Scotch tape, with titles like Figure Drawing Made Easy or Lucas on Bass Fishing or Bob Cousy’s Guide to Winning Basketball. After dinner he’d sit in his big brown recliner and study them page by page. I used to look over his shoulder at the pictures. Once in a while he’d point one out and explain it to me.

“See? You have to keep your arms up so they can’t pass it over you.”

“Look. That’s where the big ones are—in the weeds, next to the sunken log.”

Then he’d push his glasses onto the bridge of his nose and pore over the image—like a scholar deciphering an ancient scroll.

He had a tough job to do, and he knew it. Neither his childhood in China nor his adolescence in his family’s laundry had prepared him to raise four sons who wanted to be all-American boys. His own parents, with their old world ways, had little parenting advice to offer. Nor did anyone else. Back then, parent wasn’t even a verb.

So he went to the library, and he did the best he could. His sons wanted to play baseball? He came home after a long day’s work and played catch. They wanted to go fishing? He got up at five in the morning, bundled us into the station wagon, and drove to the lake.

But somehow, the books never told him the things he really needed to know. How do you catch a pop fly without getting bonked on the head? How do you get a barbed fishhook out of your hand? He did his best, and he made it up as he went along. In a way, I wrote this book for him—only thirty years too late. It’s the book he always needed but never had.

The funny thing is, I needed it even more than he did. When I first started parenting, I was pretty cocky. After all, my parents had done it with four unruly boys, and no guidance to speak of. We turned out okay, didn’t we? How hard could it be?

Famous last words.

The first time I tried to teach my daughter something, I made her cry. It was a long time before we actually started having fun. But once we did, it was lots of fun—more, in fact, than I ever could have imagined. And in the end that’s what this book is about. You and your kids are going to have a great time with this stuff—maybe even better than I did, since you won’t have to repeat all my mistakes.

The biggest mistakes always came from my ignorance about how kids really learned. Those are mistakes you can avoid. Let me pass on a few useful tips I figured out along the way.

SEE ONE, DO ONE, TEACH ONE

There’s a little secret about doctors that most people would just as soon not know. In our early training, most of what we learned was passed down, not from sage, gray-haired Marcus Welby look-alikes, but from young doctors who were only one step ahead of us in their training. The tongue-in-cheek name we had for this arrangement was “See one, do one, teach one,” though we took great pains not to utter it in front of the patient on whom the lesson was taking place.

Clearly, this isn’t the ideal way to learn medicine. But having taken part in the system as both student and teacher, I’ve seen it work much better than you’d expect. The reason is simple:



You don’t have to be an expert to be a good teacher.



Did you ever try to teach a beginner something that you’ve known how to do for a very long time? You think that all you need to do is demonstrate a couple of times and they’ll see how simple it is. But somehow it doesn’t work out that way. They ask you to explain the things you usually do without thinking. Pretty soon you realize that you don’t know how you do this thing at all—you just do it. And the more you try to break it down and explain it, the more awkward and unnatural it seems.

To teach a beginner, you need to have beginner’s mind. You have to know how strange and new it all feels—how every turn of the head and gesture of the hand is unfamiliar ground. Of course, experience has its advantages, but no one understands beginner’s mind like someone who has recently been a beginner.

So relax. You don’t need to be an expert. And the worst thing you can do is try to act like one when you’re not. Learning comes quicker and easier when you aren’t afraid to make mistakes. Model that for your kids. Show them how to take chances, fall flat on your face, and get up laughing. Sometimes the bloopers are the parts we enjoy the most.

KNOW YOUR KID

The other reason beginners can be good teachers is that they don’t spend all their time pontificating and showing off. The most important thing about teaching is observing. The very fact that you are watching and listening will transform the way your children learn. Your caring helps them focus. Your focus makes them care.

But what, exactly, are you supposed to observe?

The most important thing you need to find out is who your kid is, and what he’s ready to do. It sounds so simple—until you try it.

None of us are objective about our kids. We have hopes and dreams and lots of expectations that cloud our ability to see who they really are. But if you want to take them on a journey, you have to start out wherever they are at that moment. Try to see them clearly—not to judge, but just to know.

Are they graceful and swift, or a little clumsy? Do they learn easily, or do they have to work at it? Do they stick to a task like glue, or do they wander and lose interest? How is their strength? Their endurance? Their memory? Their self-confidence?

Teach the kid in front of you, not the kid you wish she would be. It saves everyone a lot of frustration. And when you know exactly where she started, you can tell when she makes progress, no matter how small it is. Progress is always worth celebrating. Why miss out on anything so sweet?

Once you think you know who your kid is, you still have to watch him closely. Children are notorious shape-shifters. Emotions wash through them like waves, and there always seems to be a new one on the way. Are they nervous? Excited? Tired? Scared? Learn to read your kids from moment to moment, and you’ll have a much better idea what they need. Sometimes it’s encouragement, or reassurance. Sometimes it’s a rest, or a tickle fight. And sometimes it’s time to call it a day. If you stop while it’s still fun, you’re sure to be out there again soon.

GIVE THEM WHAT THEY WANT

In education circles there’s a lot of talk about learning styles. For the most part, that’s a good thing. Every kid is different, and the better we are at recognizing those differences, the better we’ll be at teaching our kids. But the last thing you want to do is pigeonhole your children, and thus limit your options as a teacher. I come from a tradition of Chinese pragmatism, and as far as I’m concerned, you should do whatever works.

What works when you’re teaching kids can change from kid to kid, from skill to skill, and from moment to moment. That’s because children, like all of us, have many reasons for the things they do—sometimes several all at once. If you can figure out what’s motivating them at a given moment, you can put the biggest, tastiest carrot at the end of the stick. After that, everything goes smoother.

So what is it that motivates kids? Not surprisingly, the same things that motivate you and me. But remember, they may not have those motivations in the same amounts at the same time. Here are a few things that make kids want to learn:

Mastery

Almost everyone gets satisfaction from doing things well, and kids are no exception. The problem is, grown-ups often focus on achievement as the only goal, whereas kids think of it as one of many. Moreover, adults sometimes pay attention only to the final results, while kids can take pride in smaller achievements along the way.

In every chapter of this book you’ll find step-by-step instructions for learning a new skill. Remember, each step is an accomplishment all by itself—and therefore a chance to tell your kid how well he is doing, and how proud you are. There are dozens of chances like that in learning any skill. Don’t let them pass you by.

Fun

If grown-ups tend to be goal-oriented, kids are just as strongly fun-oriented. For them, this is the ultimate litmus test. If they’re not having fun, your choices for keeping them engaged boil down to intimidation and physical restraints. Luckily, all of the activities in this book have an inherently high fun quotient. But that doesn’t mean you can ignore it. Learning something new is hard work, and it’s often frustrating. It’s up to you to make sure the scales are tipped toward fun.

The first rule of keeping it fun is the most obvious, and the most often neglected. You have to have fun yourself. If your attitude is grim and single-minded, don’t expect your kids to have a barrel of laughs. Lighten up a little. Most of these chapters include jokes, riddles, and games. When the mood starts to drag, give them a try. Or just make silly faces and run around with a lamp shade on your head. Be creative. This book is an invitation for you to act like a kid again. That’s an offer you can’t refuse.

Curiosity

We humans are a lot more like monkeys than we like to admit. We have short attention spans, and a propensity for mischief if we’re left alone too long. But if you can arouse our curiosity, you’ll have us eating bananas right out of your hand. Kids, especially, are endlessly curious about the world around them. They’re always asking questions, especially: “Why?” Just once, wouldn’t you like to have an intelligent response?

Throughout this book, I’ve sprinkled lots of fun facts, odd trivia, and scientific explanations. Even if they don’t answer the questions your kids have, they answer a few they never thought of, and that’s almost as good. Besides, they’ll make you look a little smarter than you really are. What parent doesn’t need that once in a while?

Love

This is it—your ace in the hole! No matter how much your kids are driven by those other motivations, this is the one that will keep them coming back for more. They want you. And by reading this book, and picking out some things to do with them, you’ve given them something that no sports camp, after-school program, or private tutor ever can. So while you’re watching that follow-through, or kneading that bread dough, or feeling that first fish tug on the line, don’t forget the reason you’re doing all this in the first place.

Enjoy their company. Notice how small their hands are. Ask them what they think about before they fall asleep. Tell them what it was like when you were a kid. And most of all, tell them you love them. Say it out loud, every way you know how to say it, again and again and again. They never get tired of it. They never hear it too much.

Okay, who’s pontificating now? Enough of my blather—it’s time to get on with the good stuff. Grab your kids, plop down on the sofa, and start flipping pages. See how happy they are just doing that? You haven’t even started, and the good stuff has already begun.


1

CATCH A FISH


“Give a man a fish, and he eats for a day. Teach a man to fish, and you’re lucky if he even comes home for dinner.”

—Anonymous



When I was growing up, the only time I had my father all to myself was when we were fishing. My brothers fished too, but they weren’t obsessed with it, like my dad and I. He’d creep into my room before dawn to tap me on the shoulder, and I’d wake up instantly, as if I’d been waiting for that moment all night long. Then we’d sneak out of the house together and load up the car in the dark.

We’d reach the lake with the sky aglow in the east and the birds just beginning to sing. Often, we’d hear the faint sound of a splash across the cove.

“You hear that?” my dad would whisper. “They’re hungry!”

After that he wouldn’t say much. That’s how he was—more comfortable with silence than conversation. That was fine with me. I was happy just to sit with him by the water and watch the sun come up over the trees.

Years later, when I was in medical school, I came home one weekend for a visit. Since my brothers and I had moved out, my father had gone on to new interests, and our little rowboat hadn’t gotten much use. On a whim I asked him to go fishing with me.

He came to wake me an hour before dawn, and I was up as soon as he tapped my shoulder. That morning the fish really were hungry. In just a couple of hours we caught a stringer-full of fat bass. We headed home early, triumphant hunters, with the quiet of early morning still hanging in the air.

I was surprised when my father broke the silence.

“You know,” he said, “we probably didn’t tell you this enough, but your mom and I have always been very proud of you and the things you’ve done.”

I turned to look at him, but he was staring straight ahead. Behind him the sun flashed and flickered on the lake as we drove along the shore.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I knew.”
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WHEN TO START

There’s no easy answer to this one. Mostly, it depends on your kids. If they love being outdoors and they’re fascinated by little critters, fishing is an easy sell. But remember, the younger they are, the shorter their attention spans. Fishing can involve a lot of waiting, and some kids aren’t good at that. Later on I’ll give you some tricks to keep their interest, but you still have to be realistic about how long they can sit in one place. If you think they can hang in there for at least an hour, then give it a try.

WHAT YOU NEED BEFORE YOU START

A Place to Fish

This is the most important part of your preparation. When you take a kid fishing for the first time, you’re looking for one thing, and one thing only: action! What you want is a place where there are lots of hungry little fish to gobble up anything you dangle in front of them. The key is to go after the fish that serious fishermen ignore. These are called panfish.

Panfish are the little fish that gather in the shallows of lakes and ponds. They’re the perfect quarry for beginners. The most common are little members of the bass family known collectively as sunfish. They all have the same rounded shape and seldom grow much larger than eight inches. Also common is the yellow perch. There may be others in your particular region, but sunfish and perch can be found almost anywhere. They’re good eating and easy to catch.

Some ponds and lakes are stocked heavily with hatchery fish, usually trout. This is a good choice too, especially at the beginning of the fishing season, but you may have to fight the crowds.

To locate a good fishing spot, call up a local bait shop or fishing tackle store. You can also try your state Fish and Game Department. Tell them you want to take your kid where it’s easy to catch small fish. Ask if there’s a dock or a clear stretch of shoreline where a beginner can cast without getting hung up in the trees. You probably want to stay away from boats with younger kids, both for safety’s sake and to allow a quick getaway if they get cranky and want to go home.

I’ve suggested ponds and lakes because rivers and saltwater are often harder to fish, but there may be exceptions where you live. In any case, check out whatever spot you choose before you actually go fishing, to make sure it’s both safe and accessible.

One last alternative is to find a local “U-Fish” place. These are private ponds where you pay to catch stocked fish. They can be expensive and crowded, and they won’t give you much of an outdoor experience. On the other hand, you’ll usually catch something—and your first time out with a kid, that’s a big advantage.

Fishing License

Every state has its own regulations on who needs a license, where and when they can fish, and what they can fish for. You can buy a license at most tackle or bait shops, but call ahead to make sure. A booklet with your state’s regulations should come with the license.

Equipment

There’s no end to the amount of equipment you can buy in the name of catching fish. For diehards like me, that’s half the fun. But to start with, you need only a few basics.

• Rods and reels. These come in a dizzying range of shapes, sizes, and prices. As you get into bigger fish and special conditions, you’ll need better equipment. But for little fish and quiet water, it almost doesn’t matter. For your first attempt at fishing, this is what you should do.

Walk into any discount department store that carries fishing equipment. Buy a couple of cheap, lightweight rods and spinning reels with the fishing line already on them. The rod and reel are often sold together as a combo. Get one of the shorter, thinner rods—it should be flexible and whippy, so even little fish will give it a good bend. Don’t get the really cheap one that looks like a toy. Get the next cheapest one that looks like a real fishing rod.

If your kid is younger than six, you might get a combo with a spin-cast reel. The push-button mechanism is a little easier to handle, and the covering over the spool is supposed the keep the line from getting tangled. On the other hand, regular spinning reels cast much farther and aren’t that much harder to use. And with a child that young, you’ll probably end up casting for her anyway.

• Hooks. Get a box of number 10 hooks. The larger the number, the smaller the hook, and these are pretty small. Remember, little fish have little mouths.
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• Sinkers. Buy a box of small, round, split-shot sinkers. Get the ones that are about the size of small green peas, with the little wings on the back that make them easier to open and close.

• Bobbers. Get at least four red-and-white plastic floats, also known as bobbers. The bigger the bobber, the harder it is for a fish to pull it under, so get small ones. About an inch in diameter should do.

• Extra line. Get a spool of cheap replacement line. Four-pound test strength would be more than enough for little fish, but six-pound will help you pull free from weeds and snags.

• Tackle box. Actually, a shoe box would be sufficient, but a small plastic tackle box doesn’t cost much. It helps keep your stuff organized, it has a handle for easy carrying, and it makes you feel like a fisherman.

• Other stuff. All of the following will come in handy: nail clippers, needle-nosed pliers, a pocketknife, a bucket with a handle, a few rags. If you live in an area with lots of mosquitoes or black flies, bring some bug juice that’s safe for kids. And don’t forget a camera to record the first catch for posterity.

Bait

There are lots of artificial lures that will catch fish, but they all require repeated casting. When kids first start fishing, casting is the source of most problems. Lines get tangled, people get impaled, trees get snagged—you get the idea. For a first fishing experience, especially when you’re after little fish, bait is the way to go.

I’ve caught fish on everything from cheese balls to strips of bacon fat, but your best bet is probably that old standby, the common earthworm. For whatever reason, even fish that have never seen a worm instinctively know that it’s good to eat. You can buy worms at a bait shop, but I recommend collecting your own. Kids have as much fun catching worms as they do catching fish.

You can dig up a supply of worms in any rich soil—a garden or compost pile are both good bets. These days, many people keep worm bins to process their kitchen waste. (See Chapter 18: Grow a Garden if you want to try it yourself.) The little red worms in these bins make great bait.

During the summer you can go out at night with flashlights and gather the big worms called nightcrawlers. They come out onto your lawn to mate. Your kids will love hunting for them, but whole nightcrawlers are too big for small panfish, so you may have to cut them up.

There’s a novel way to catch worms that’s sure to be a hit with your kids. If you drive a stake into reasonably wormy ground and then whack it with a stick, any worms that are right beneath the surface will come to the top. I’ve never heard an explanation for this, but my guess is that the vibrations make them think it’s raining, so they come up to avoid the flood. In any case, give it a try. You won’t get enough to fill your bait container, but your kids will be very impressed.

It’s best to collect your worms the day before you fish. Put them in a plastic container with a little moist earth and some moss or grass on top. Punch a few breathing holes in the lid, and store them in the refrigerator, clearly marked so no one mistakes them for cottage cheese.

For the squeamish, bait is also sold in jars at bait and tackle shops. I don’t recommend the preserved salmon eggs, because they don’t stay on the hook, but the brightly colored “dough” baits like Power Bait can be very effective. They’re especially good for hatchery raised trout that are used to eating food pellets.

Diversions

With a little planning you can have a great time even if the fish aren’t biting. When was the last time you just sat beside your kid in a beautiful place and enjoyed her company? If that isn’t “quality time,” what is?

Bring along a book to read out loud. Or maybe a field guide to local trees and wildlife. Lean the rods over a branch and take a short walk. When you get far enough away to not scare the fish, turn to Chapter 12 and practice skipping stones. Look for animal shapes in the clouds, or animal tracks on the ground. Tell some stupid jokes from the end of this chapter. Enjoy the luxury of being together with time on your hands.

Whatever you do, don’t forget to bring food and drink. Nothing tastes as good as food eaten outdoors. And bring along a little candy or some other treat for a surprise. Make it an occasion.

BASIC TECHNIQUE

Step 1: Rigging your line

The day before you go fishing, take out your rods and reels and get them set up. Kids love having their own rod, and rigging it up early not only helps out later, it starts the excitement a day ahead of time. Have them sit beside you and copy what you do.

• Put the rod together. Usually, a rod comes in two sections. Put them together and line up the guide loops so they’re all on the same side. From this point on, remind your kid to be very careful about the tip of the rod—it breaks easily, and it has a nasty way of wagging around right at eye level.

• Thread the line. Take a look at the spinning reel (see drawing). The metal bar is called a bale. It keeps the line from unraveling freely, and guides it back onto the spool when you reel. Pull a couple feet of line off the spool and bring it under the bale.

On the body of the reel is a little lever that has two positions. With the lever in the locked position, the reel will turn in only the direction that reels in line. When it’s in the unlocked position, you can turn the handle either way. Unlock the lever to let out some line.

Thread the line through the guide loops along the rod. The reel will be turning slowly as it lets out line. When you get past the last guide loop, pull off another few feet of line, then click the lever to stop the reel from letting out any more.

If you have some time and enough open space, it’s a great idea to practice casting. Just attach a few sinkers to the end of the line and skip ahead to the section on casting. Try aiming your casts at different targets and a variety of distances. Just the act of casting can be a lot of fun, and the skill you gain will be a big help once you get on the water. But if time is in short supply, continue rigging your line.

• Tie on a hook. Thread the line through the eyelet of a hook and twist the hook around several times. Bring the loose end of the line through the loop beside the hook; and tighten the knot by pulling the line from both sides (see drawing). This is called a “clinch knot.” Trim the loose end to about a quarter inch; using your teeth or a nail clipper. Obviously the hooks are sharp; so this is a task for grown-ups or older kids.
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• Attach sinkers. About a foot above the hook; use some needle-nosed pliers to pinch on a couple of sinkers. These will get the bait down to where the fish are.

• Attach a bobber. If the fish are on the bottom; you may end up using sinkers alone. However, there are a lot of weeds and snags down there to get hung up on, and bobbers help you avoid them. Also; a bobber gives your kid something tangible to watch and allows her to see every little nibble with her own eyes. That alone makes it worth using.

Press down the button at the top of the bobber until the little wire hook comes out the other end, and loop it around the line above the sinkers. Now, while using your finger to keep that hook in place, press the edge of the button down so the little hook at the other end of the wire pops up in the button’s middle (see drawing). Run the line under that hook and release the button. Now the line is attached at both ends of the bobber.

You should still be able to slide the bobber to adjust the depth of your bait, but it should be attached firmly enough so it doesn’t move around when you cast. When you’re actually fishing, you’ll place the bobber about two or three feet above the sinkers, depending on how deep you want to fish.

• Set your drag. Drag is the adjustment on the reel that allows a big fish to pull line off the reel when it makes a strong run, instead of breaking the line. Since you won’t be fishing for anything big enough to break your line, it’s probably easiest to set the drag tight. The adjustment is at the front of the reel over the spool of line, or at the very back. On a spin-cast reel, it’s usually a star-shaped wheel at the base of the crank (see drawing). Turn the drag adjustment until it’s hard to pull line off the reel.

Step 2: Getting ready to go

Put the hook around the guide loop closest to the reel, with the point turned in. Slowly reel in enough line to take up the slack; enough to barely bend the tip of the rod. If the lever is in the locked position, as it should be, the line will stay tight. Lean the rod somewhere safe where it won’t get stepped on. Tomorrow you go fishing!

Fish usually bite better when it’s cool, especially in the heat of summer. That’s one reason to go early in the morning. The other, more important reason is that early morning is a magical time to be up and around. It’ll feel like something special to your kids—because it is.

In order to get an early start, have all your stuff ready to go. You might want to pack the car the night before, or make a checklist of everything you need to bring. There’s nothing worse than driving all the way to the lake only to discover that your lunch and your bait are still in the refrigerator back home.

Step 3: Baiting the hook

Once you’ve found your spot, with plenty of room for casting, the first order of business is baiting your hook. You may want to do this for your kids, unless they feel comfortable handling a sharp hook and a slimy, wiggly worm.

Your worms will be sitting at the bottom of your plastic container. Gently coax one out and hold it between your thumb and forefinger. With your other hand, take the hook on the end of your line and pierce the middle of the worm. Rather than going all the way through, thread the point down the center of the worm and come out on the same side until the barb is showing.

Some worms have a pale thickening, or collar, about a third of the way down their body. Don’t hook this spot, or the worm will die quickly and will be much less enticing to the fish.

You’ll have to repeat this procedure whenever a worm is cast off, nibbled off, or looks waterlogged and limp.

If you use one of those dough baits from a jar, just pinch off a pea-sized piece and mold it around the hook, leaving the point exposed. It’s cleaner and simpler than a worm, but it may not be as effective.

Step 4: Casting

The goals of casting are simple: a little distance, reasonable accuracy, bait that stays on the hook, and no one getting impaled. As I mentioned before, it’s a good idea to practice ahead of time with sinkers before you do it with hooks.

You may have seen experienced fishermen cast artificial lures by whipping their rods back and forth directly overhead. This is not what we’ll be doing. A cast like that is hard to control, and it’s likely to send your carefully rigged worm flying off the hook in several pieces.

To begin, stand sideways to the water with your left foot forward. Since inexpensive reels all have the crank on the same side, you’ll do it this way even if you’re a lefty. Hold the rod in your right hand with the stem of the reel between your middle and ring fingers. Turn the handle until the bobber is about a foot from the rod tip, and stop when the bale brings the line near the handle of the rod.

Reach out with your right index finger and curl it around the line to hold it in place. Now take your left hand and pull back the bale so it clicks into the open position.

Keeping your eye on your worm so it doesn’t drag along the ground, swing your rod tip back until it points away from the water. You can grab the bottom of the rod handle with your left hand if it gives you better control. Now, with a sweeping motion like a tennis forehand, swing the rod tip forward and upward (see drawing).
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Just as your rod tip points forward, straighten your index finger and release the line. Finish with your rod tip pointing directly above where you want your cast to land. Your whole rig should sail off in a gentle arc and land in the water with a soft plop.

Crank the handle forward (counterclockwise) until the bale flips back into the closed position. Now you’re ready to fish.

As you teach your kids to cast, you can start out by putting your arms around them from behind, with your hands on top of theirs. Emphasize these points:


	Always watch the back-cast so it doesn’t hook anyone.


	Let go of the line just as the rod points forward.


	Point the rod where you want the cast to land.




If you’re using a spin-cast reel, the motion is the same. Just push down the button during the back-cast, then let go of it to release the line as the rod points forward.

Step 5: Hooking a fish

If you’re going to catch some fish, the first thing you have to do is find them. Hopefully, you’ve done your homework and found a lake or pond full of hungry panfish. But even if there are lots of fish, they won’t be dispersed evenly all over a pond.

Most of the time, fish only care about two things: finding food and not becoming food. This means they hang around where there’s something to eat and where they can duck under cover at a moment’s notice. Cover could be almost anything: a big rock, a sunken tree, some floating lily pads, or even the dock you’re sitting on. What it doesn’t mean is open water with a flat sandy bottom.

Unfortunately, good cover can also mean snagged hooks and tangled lines. This is where a good, accurate cast can do wonders. Initially, cast to a spot where the bobber will suspend the bait above some underwater cover. Once your confidence improves, you can try casting closer to potential snags. If you don’t like your first cast, reel it in and try again.

Once the lines are in the water, you can sit back and watch those bobbers. This is a good time to get out some food, or some other diversion. If you go fifteen or twenty minutes without a nibble, try reeling in the line, a little at a time, to attract attention. Check to see that the bait is still lively and free of weeds, and cast to a new spot.

When a fish bites, it will be obvious. The bobber will start moving erratically and bobbing up and down as if it’s alive. If the bobber stays underwater or starts to move continuously, the fish has the bait firmly in its mouth. Reel in the slack line and lift the rod tip up in the air. With little fish, it’s better not to set the hook with a big jerk of the rod—you’ll probably just pull the hook out of the fish’s mouth.

If the bobber dips down a couple of times then goes still, the fish is nibbling. Try twitching your line or reeling in slowly to make your worm look like it’s trying to escape. This may trigger a more aggressive strike. If you reel your line all the way in and the bait is gone, put on a smaller piece of worm and hook it more firmly, then cast to the same spot and try again.

Sometimes the fish are cruising around on the bottom and your bait isn’t getting down to them. You can lower the bait by sliding the bobber up the line, but if you go too far it’s difficult to cast. The other option is to add a couple more sinkers to the line and take off the bobber.

When you cast out a sinking rig, let it go all the way to the bottom. Reel in the slack very slowly to avoid dragging the hook through the rocks and weeds. When almost all the slack is gone, lean the rod securely over a branch or some other support. Since there’s no bobber to watch, you’ll look for a pull on the line or a twitch at the tip of the rod.

Step 6: Bringing it in

Landing little fish is easy. Point the rod upward at a 45-degree angle. Reel steadily until the bobber is near the tip of the rod. Then lift the fish gently onto the boat, dock, or shore. Don’t use a net, like they do for bigger fish—it isn’t necessary, and it’s sure to get tangled up.

Step 7: Now what?

Once you catch a fish, use your needle-nosed pliers to gently extract the hook. Now you have a few options. You may want to talk this over with your kid ahead of time, since it can be a difficult decision.

• After you take a quick photo for a keepsake, handle the fish as little as possible and slip it back into the water. This is called catch and release. It causes the least amount of trauma to the fish, and it lets you avoid cleaning your catch. On the other hand, some feel that this reduces fishing to a pointless, gratuitous act. That’s especially true if the fish swallows the bait and you have to pull the hook out of its throat or stomach, after which it is unlikely to survive.

• You can put the fish in a bucket of water and let your kid watch it swim around for a while before you let it go. This is a little more traumatic for the fish, but a lot more fun for your kid. You can also do this if you intend to keep the fish, but your kid may start to think of it as a pet, which brings problems of its own.

• You can kill the fish immediately. If you plan to keep the fish, this is the most humane option, but it can be traumatic for your kid. When my daughter and I go fishing, we copy the Native American ritual of thanking the fish for
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