
SAWSHARK VS. SAWFISH ACTIVITY  
 
  OBJECTIVES 
In this activity students will:  
● become aware of sawfish and sawsharks.  
● learn the differences and similarities between the two.  
● be challenged to identify the key characteristics of each using a Venn diagram. 
● gain an understanding of species that look alike but are actually very different. 

 
INTRODUCTION: Sharks have been around for over 400 million years. Through this time, they have 
evolved into all sorts of shapes and sizes. While most sharks are obvious at sight, with strong body lines and 
big teeth, many others are often confused for other marine life. Most people reading this now will probably be 
thinking sawfish and sawshark are the same thing? In fact, they are not! If you look at their genetic lineage, 
they diverged around 210 million years ago so that would be like comparing humans and platypuses! 
However, while they are genetically different, physically they look quite similar.  
 
SET UP: Print the Venn diagram page and the list of characteristics pages of this packet (page 2-3).  
 
DIRECTIONS 

1. Write each characteristic on the side you believe it belongs, matching to either the sawshark or the 
sawfish. You can also write in the middle section of the diagram (circles overlap), which means both 
animals have this characteristic.  

2. Review the answer sheet and discuss (page 4). Were certain characteristics obvious? Were some harder 
to match than others? Why did you place each characteristic where you did?  

3. Review the fact sheet for the Common Sawshark (Pristiophorus cirratus) (page 5)  
4. Review the fact sheet for the Smalltooth Sawfish (Pristis pectinate) (page 6)  
5.  Make additional observations. Do you notice the difference in their physical features now?  

 
 
 
VOCABULARY 

● Elasmobranch: any of a subclass (Elasmobranchii) of cartilaginous fishes that have five to seven lateral 
to ventral gill openings on each side and that comprise the sharks, rays, skates, and extinct related fishes 

 
● Cartilaginous: Having a skeleton made of cartilage (no bones).  
● Rostrum: Elongated nose found on sawfish and sawsharks.  





Sawshark and Sawfish Characteristics 
 

Place each item on one side of the Venn diagram or in the middle (if both have) 
 

• Maximum size ~ 7 meters (23 ft) 
• Maximum size ~ 1.5 meters (5 ft)  
• Have a saw  
• Barbels on saw 
• No barbels on saw  
• Found in deeper water (50-1000+ meters/164- 3280+ ft)  
• Found in shallow water ( 50 meters/164 ft or less)  
• Gills on the underside of the body 
• Gills on the side of the body 
• Skeleton made of cartilage  
• Teeth on saw are equally sized 
• Teeth on saw are small and large  
• Teeth on saw are permanent 
• Teeth are replaceable   
• 10 known species 
• 5 known species  
• Ray 
• True shark  
• Species of Elasmobranch 
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