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fi Short History of Hunter
Cduwcation in Worth America Informal hunter education classes began as early as 1938, although firearm safety training for first-time juve-
nile hunters was not mandated until 1949. In response to an alarming rise in the number of hunting accidents involving firearms, New York was the
first state to require first-time hunters to complete a firearm safety course prior to heading afield. This progressive move toward education soon
became the standard for other states and Canadian provinces across North America. By the late 1960s, 35 states had followed New York's lead. By
1999, when hunter education celebrated its 50th anniversary, all states, except Alaska, and most provinces required mandatory firearm safety training.
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Hunter education has been a remarkable success story in this country.

Over the last 50 years, hunter education (in combination with other mea-

sures such as shooting hours, shotgun-only zones, and hunter orange) has

contributed significantly to fewer hunting accidents. Since 1970, the num-

ber of hunting accidents nationwide has declined by half, while the num-

ber of hunters has tripled over the same period. To ensure that hunter

education continues to be successful in the next century, we must examine

new strategies for meeting evolving public and personal expectations.

Informal hunter education
classes began in 1938, and were
mandated for first-time juvenile
hunters in 1949. In the decades that
followed, hunter education classes
relied on simple messages: handle
your firearms safely and obey the
game laws. Although hunters were
expected by the public to demon-
strate—unequivocally—moderation
and reverence in the pursuit of
game, the ethical component of
hunting was not generally empha-
sized in hunter education courses
until recently. It was not until the
1990s that the curriculum of hunter
education expanded beyond firearm
safety to also include hunter ethics.
This was a direct result of a growing
concern over the appropriateness of
hunting for sport. Changes in the
socio-economic fabric of North
America, including rising prosperity,
put in question people’s motivation
for hunting—a practice that was
questioned little when putting meat
on the table was the primary motive,
Hunting had evolved into a recre-
ational activicy.

Many hunters pursued game
as a means to escape the demands
of modern-day life and to enjoy
the outdoors with family and
friends. Yet the non-hunting
community challenged the valid-
ity of this newly assigned cultural
value. Assuch, it became increas-
ingly difficult for non-hunters to
condone taking animals for lei-
sure and sport. In the public's
view, some hunting methods, such
as shooting baited black bears and
treed mountain lions, were mor-
ally suspect. Aided by the court’s
affirmation of hunting as a privi-
lege, it was stressed that hunting

is simply a right granted to the
hunter by society and, if the
hunter were not held unaccount-
able, could be taken away. This
implied that hunters must earn
the privilege and show responsi-
bility for being privileged.

Inicially, it proved difficult
for many hunters to accept that
a traditional activity—as inter-
twined with rural America as
hunting—could be taken away.
Some hunters rebelled, while
others were simply left wonder-
ing as to what behavior was
expected. In Montana, for ex-
ample, the national discussion
over the appropriateness of hunt-
ing fueled an intensifying debate
over public access to private
lands. Landowners felt that
hunters were disrespectful of pri-
vate property in their pursuit of
wildlife. Hunter-landowner rela-
tions became strained following
a failure to achieve consensus on
the role of public hunting on pri-
vate lands. In 1995, a Private
Land{Public Wildlife Advisory
Council recommended steps to
assist hunters to improve their
conduct and raise the bar on
behavioral accountability. The
foremost recommendation was
education. Firearm safety courses,
with their remarkable success
story of reducing accidents, were
subsequently charged with im-
proving hunter behavior.

In Montana, as elsewhere,
traditional firearm safety courses
grew in complexity and length.
Manuals were rewritten and cur-
ricula redesigned to assist students
to become knowledgeable, re-
sponsible, and ethical. Half of
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Since the locus for education of juveniles is in the home, parents
need to be encouraged to assume an even greater role in mentoring
and educating young hunters to hecome responsible and involved.
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Montana’s current student
manual includes chapters on wild-
life management, hunter ethics,
conservation history, and land-
owner relations. In 1999, the In-
ternational Hunter Education
Association developed minimum
guidelines for youth hunter edu-
cation. These guidelines estab-
lished learning objectives in areas
such as responsibility, safety, and
conservation. These concur with
the current educational premise
that greater knowledge leads in-
dividuals to choose alternative,
more publicly acceptable courses
of action. In turn, these choices
lead to an improved public image
of hunting, especially among
landowners. Yet, while concep-
tually inviting, the premise and
methods for effectively accom-
plishing these objectives are not
as well established.

Current research in the field
of outdoor ethics education points
to the limited effectiveness of tra-
ditional teaching methods such as
classroom lecturing, moralization,
public awareness campaigns, and
external codes of conduct. Yet
other more interactive ap-
proaches, such as group discus-
sions and experiential learning,
don't appear to go far enough be-
yond raising awareness either. In-
structors generally agree that it is
considerably easier to convey the
three fundamental rules of firearm
safety to a young hunter than to
instill a personal ethic built on
compassion and reverence. Like-
wise, it is probably easier fora 12-
year old to internalize firearm
safety rules than to reason on
moral grounds. Not matching
course objectives with learning
capabilities and teaching methods
may result in the failure to seek
alternative, more effective means
of fostering hunter responsibility.

While the causal link be-
tween firearm training and the
drop in hunting accidents is
widely accepted, the effective-
ness of hunter education in pro-
moting responsible behavior is
largely unknown. Manuals, vid-
eos, and bumper stickers are dis-
tributed to students with explicit
messages on ethics, but little is
known whether they actually in-
fluence behavior. Documenting



the existence of such a relation-
ship is hampered by a lack of eas-
ily measured performance
criteria. While it is challenging
to establish a causal relationship,
actual conduct constitutes the
only definitive measure for as-
sessing the effectiveness of a pro-
gram aimed at improving hunter
behavior. In addition to using
the number and type of hunting
accidents as a measure of respon-
sible behavior, measures such as
the amount and type of public
access to private lands, the type
and frequency of game violations
(e.g., number of violators cited
for shooting at simulated wild-
life), and the type and frequency
of public complaints about
hunter behavior may, individu-
ally and collectively, character-
ize the state of hunter conduct.
This type of information would
help identify specific problems
and solutions involving hunter
education, as well as other ap-
proaches, such as apprentice/
mentorship programs.
Insufficient teaching ap-
proaches and unspecified perfor-

mance criteria have limited the
effectiveness of hunter ethics edu-
cation. This dilemma is further
compounded by an unwritten goal
of state agencies to maximize the
number of graduates. For decades,
hunter education programs were
operated as a means to recruit
young hunters into the sport.
Graduating more students trans-
lated into greater economic and
political support for the state’s
mandate to protect wildlife popu-
lations and their habitats—as-
suming that each graduate
purchased a hunting license and
a firearm. Collectively, the rev-
enues generated from the state li-
cense sale and federal excise tax
have provided the financial back-
bone for states’' conservation
agendas for over 50 years. As
such, education programs were
designed to strike a balance be-
tween course requirements and
hunter recruitment. State agen-
cies feared that adding greater
complexity and length to basic
courses would result in fewer
hunters. This fear has prevailed
and, today, hunter education is
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According to a 1994 survey by the National Institute of Justice, one-third of
American households own an estimated 1392 million firearms. Seventy per-
cent of these, mostly rifles and shotguns, are used for hunting and shooting
sports. Yet according to the National Safety Council, in 1998 the number of
accidental firearm fatalities declined to the lowest level since nationwide
record keeping hegan in 1903. In Minnesota, Nehraska, South Dakota, and
Montana, states with large constituencies of hunters, accidental shootings
involving firearms accounted for less than 0.01% of the number of deaths
between 1991 and 1995, Unfortunately, these deaths are often the most
tragic, since they tend to be most preventable through training.
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Keeping educational requirements o a bare minimum may ultimately set back the education agenda for
the 21st century and may result in a failure to sincerely address public concerns about hunter conduct. . .
It is a different strategy altogether to foster quality of hunters over quantity of hunters.
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challenged to maintain this bal-
ance in light of the changing pub-
lic approval of hunting. While
the public and some hunters de-
mand greater educational require-
ments for all hunters, not just
youth, including proficiency test-
ing, there is concern that this will
accelerate the already declining
trend in hunter participation.

Keeping educational require-
ments to a bare minimum may ul-
timately set back the education
agenda for the 21st century and
may result in a failure to sincerely
address public concerns about
hunter conduct. This, in turn,
may result in a rise of legislative
initiatives to ban certain forms of
hunting, which will narrow per-
sonal decision space, educational
opportunities, and a healthy de-
bate over the appropriateness of
hunting. To prevent this, a dis-
cussion needs to be advanced
that draws attention away from
maximizing recruitment and, in-
stead, focuses on the quality of
hunter needed to carry forth the
conservation agenda, including
the privilege to hunt. It is a dif-
ferent strategy altogether to fos-
ter quality of hunters over
quantity of hunters.

As such, it may in fact turn
out that fewer but more involved,
knowledgeable, and responsible
hunters is all that is needed to
provide the economic and politi-
cal support for protecting game
species and their
habitats, while simultaneously
meeting public expectations.
This is contrary to those who
believe that preserving the hunt-
ing heritage requires numbers en
masse, and that barriers to par-
ticipation must be kept low by all
means, even at the expense of ad-
vancing the level of ethical con-
duct. Fostering this discussion
on potential tradeoffs between
quality and quantity will require
substantially greater involve-
ment from the community of
hunters, parents, outfitters, con-
servation organizations, and the
public. State agencies may facili-
tate this discussion and assist in
achieving consensus on setting
priorities for the education
agenda.

Those educational programs
that can demonstrate measurable
effectiveness in advancing
knowledge, skill, and ethics will
emerge as leaders in the field of
outdoor education. Hunter edu-
cation is well positioned to as-
sume that leadership role. Each
year, the program reaches
650,000 prospective hunters di-
rectly and their mentors indi-
rectly. Some of the essential
ingredients that have and will
continue to provide for success
are a remarkable track record of
effectively reducing hunting ac-
cidents, a shared sense of urgency
over declining public acceprance
of hunting, and a corps of com-
mitted volunteers, administra-
tors, and research scientists, as
well as an institutionalized pro-
gram with national representa-
tion and funding. However,
fostering grearer responsibility in
the individual may require a dif-
ferent approach than is currently
employed in hunter education.
Since the locus for education of
juveniles is in the home, parents
need to be encouraged o assume
an even greater role in mentoring
and educating young hunters to
become responsible and in-
volved. Continuing education
can assist parents to become bet-
ter mentors, as well as provide
graduates of hunter education
with some guidance to develope
a personal code of conduct under
the motto “it takes a hunter to
make a hunter.”

Hunter education is not a
panacea program for preserving
hunting. In the end, it will be
easier to blame hunter education
for failing to improve hunter be-
havior and public acceptance of
hunting, than for the community
of hunters to accept responsibil-
ity. Unless the hunting and non-
hunting communities cooperate
in setting an agenda, hunter edu-
cation may be best off returning
to basic firearm safety and game
laws. To continue enjoying hunt-
ing, we as 4 community must ac-
tively participate in ensuring that
tomorrow's hunters meet personal
and public expectations. The fu-
ture of hunting depends on our
commitment. o A A
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In 1957, Montana's hunters succeeded in changing hunters
education, established in the 1940s, from voluntary to man-
datory for first-time juvenile hunters. Since then, 376,000
individuals have heen certified. Throughaut the 1990s, the pro-
gram certified 5,500 to 6,500 students annually—the major-
ity of which were fifth and sixth graders. In Montana, more
than 17% of all fifth and sixth graders enroll in hunter educa-
tion. All hunters 17 years and younger, Montana residents
and non-residents alike, must present a certificate of success-
ful completion of a hunter safety course prior to purchasing a
Montana hunting license. For Montana residents, this certifi-
cate is awarded following the completion of a Montana Fish,
Wildlife & Parks hunter safety and education course. The de-
partment requires a minimum of 12 hours of instruction. A
typical course consists of a series of classroom lectures, a
half-day practical field exercise, and a live-fire .22 caliber
rifle shoot, followed by a 75 guestion, multiple choice exam
in which the applicant must score at least 84%. Hunter edu-
cation is offered in most Montana communities. Unlike public
education, however, a corps of dedicated volunteers teach
hunter education. In 1998, instructors in Montana volunteered
more than 25,000 hours, anly 20% of which was used to teach
classes; the remainder was donated in setting up programs
and in securing local community support. Since 1370, hunter
education has received monies generated from a federal ex-
cise tax on the sale of firearms and archery equipment. These
funds are administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
and apportioned fo state agencies at a rate of three federal
dollars for every dollar put up hy the state. States compute
their contribution as an in-kind share using the value of the
donated volunteer hours as a hasis. Funds are used to de-
velop student manuals, furnish teaching aids, train instructors,
and administer programs.
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