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Introduction/Need for Idea


According to the 2010 National Pet Owners Survey, 62% of United States households own a pet.  This equates to approximately 71.4 million homes with at least one companion animal as a pet.  In 2010, Americans spent an estimated 47.7 billion dollars on their pets, double that from a decade ago (American Pet Products Association, 2010).  Looking at these numbers it is easy to see that the companion animal industry is thriving. However, with the growth comes the problem of animal abandonment.  It is difficult to determine the exact number of animals entering shelters every year, but a generally accepted estimate is approximately 6-8 million animals (Humane Society of the United States, 2009).  Of these animals that enter shelters every year, 3-4 million of these animals are euthanized due to a lack of available homes (Humane Society of the United States, 2009).  There are approximately 9,000 shelters and rescue groups in the United States that are registered on Petfinder, an online database for adoptable animals, and many more that are not accounted for on this website (Zawistowski, 2008). 

There is no national organization that creates a standard for the management of these operations and as a result there are many different types of animal rescue organizations with many different management styles.  Due to the high number of animals relinquished to shelters every year, doubled with a lack of consistency in management, as with many areas of agriculture, there is a strong need for well educated professionals to enter this field (Cannon, Broyles, Seibel, & Anderson, 2009; Goecker, Gilmore, Smith, & Smith, 2005).  There is a wide variety of available careers within this field including; humane education, animal protection, animal care and management, and animal advocacy just to name a few.  A search of some of the top agriculture programs in the United States, (e.g. University of Nebraska, University of Kentucky, and University of Wisconsin-Madison), shows that there are very few companion animal courses available, and basically no animal sheltering courses available at this time.  Thus, the need for a course to help educate the future leaders in this profession is very apparent.  
How It Works

The animal shelter course is a 15-week course offered to students of junior or senior standing.  The animal shelter course consisted of two separate components.  The first was an online component that consists of recorded webinars, provided through Petsmart Charities, along with other assigned videos and readings.  The class also had a 2-hour in-person, discussion component that met once per week.  This allowed the class to discuss the materials that were presented to them throughout the week.  The students were asked to actively engage in the material, consider case studies, and develop their own ideas on how to combat the pet overpopulation problem by considering what those involved in animal sheltering experience on a daily basis.  The topics covered were population dynamics, behavior assessment, stress and environmental enrichment, spay/neuter initiatives, disease management and control, legislative issues, humane education and investigation, compassion fatigue, and adoption strategies to name a few.  This course used a unique partnership with the local animal shelter to allow for hands-on experience for the students.  This allowed for more practical learning for the students if they chose to volunteer.  In addition to this, there were various guest speakers from the local area as well as nationally recognized experts through the online component.
Results to Date/Implications

At the beginning of the course, students listed their expectations for the course. This allowed us to compare the instructor’s expectations with the students and tailor the course to meet the needs of the students. Fortunately, the concepts that were originally planned did coincide with the students expectations for the course.  Two of the topics the students were interested in were legislative issues concerning animal shelters and behavioral assessments of animals in the shelters.  Throughout the course, students were asked to provide qualitative feedback concerning their overall satisfaction with the material each week.  Statements showed an overall satisfaction with the online materials and the in-person discussion. The more frequent comments were that the webinars were very professional, the topics were relevant, and the in-person discussions supported the online material and allowed the students an opportunity to get clarification on concepts or provide reactions. This feedback supported the literature on hybrid courses that well organized classes not only enhanced the quality of instruction, but provided a model where students have some control over the pacing and timing of instruction (DeNeui & Dodge, 2006; Bonakdarian, Whittaker, Yang, 2010).  
Future Plans/Advice to Others

In the future, we plan to collect weekly ratings to go with the qualitative feedback in order to glean what topics should remain in future iterations of the course. A recommendation would be to incorporate a required weekly lab working at a shelter with guided activities that correspond with the lessons and the discussion sessions.  Another recommendation would be to consider a course through the office of continuing education so that non-degree seeking students could take the course.  This could then allow for the expansion of this course into the community.  
Costs/Resources Needed

Resources needed would be an online learning system, a stipend for the lead instructor, a partnership with local shelter(s), and the course materials. If a partnership with the local shelter is not already available, a donation could be made to allow for a place for practical, hands-on work for the students.  If the course is not offered on a college campus, but to members of the public, a meeting place would need to be determined, which could be another expense.  In our case, the instructor taught the course as part of the standard teaching load, honorariums for speakers from the local animal shelter was provided at $50 for one hour sessions for a total of $700.  Petsmart Charities webinars were available free online from the organization’s website.  This course can easily be funded through a course fee.  
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