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ABSTRACT 

Feasibility of a Volunteer Dog-walking Program for  
High School Students and Shelter Dogs in Chico, California 

Danielle Allred 

Dog-walking is gaining recognition as a way of combating sedentary lifestyles.  Dog 

owners who walk their dogs are more likely to meet physical activity standards 

recommended by the Center for Disease Control, and studies have shown positive 

benefits resulting from animal interaction, including lowered blood pressure.  Many 

animal shelters have devised volunteer dog-walking programs that benefit all 

participants: people can enjoy the benefits of dog interaction while increasing their 

physical activity and shelter dogs get exercise, increased socialization, and community 

exposure. Dog-walking programs could benefit young people especially; such 

opportunities would enable them to interact positively with animals and peers, engage in 

exercise, build self-confidence, and develop greater responsibility.   This study explores 

the feasibility of a volunteer dog-walking program for high school students in the town of 

Chico, California. Through the program, participants would earn community service 

hours by exercising with, and training shelter dogs on-leash. This study aims to assess 

interest among high school students and shelter staff in participating in such a program.  

Methods include: surveying high school students, interviewing animal shelter staff 

members, and surveying adults within the Chico community about their perceptions of 
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this program proposal. The goals of this research are to explore the potential value of this 

type of program, gather input for designing a volunteer dog-walking program, and 

investigate the feasibility of its implementation.  

 

Keywords: Dogs, dog-walking, animal shelters, shelter dogs, animal-assisted activities, 

animal-assisted therapy, community service, high school students, adolescents, volunteer 

program, physical activity, obesity, overweight, Chico, California. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

This study aims to assess the feasibility of a volunteer dog-walking program for 

high school students in the town of Chico, California.  The goals of the research are to 

explore levels of interest in, and the potential value of this type of program, and to gather 

input and feedback regarding the design of this potential program.  Such a program 

would provide opportunities for adolescents to increase their physical activity levels and 

community service involvement; it would also provide assistance to animal shelters in 

meeting the shelter dogs’ basic needs.   

  Rising rates of overweight and obesity among American adult and youth 

populations is a national problem (Anderson and Butcher 2006).  Young people could 

benefit substantially from exercise via dog-walking.  Studies show (Beck and Katcher 

1996; Wells 2007) interfacing with dogs may offer other benefits such as reduced stress 

and blood pressure levels, increased comfort socializing with others, and decreased 

feelings of loneliness.  The unconventional nature of dog-walking as a form of exercise 

may make it appealing for inactive or overweight youth, as it provides an alternative to 

more competitive forms of exercise.   

 High school students, as well as individuals with and without relevant expertise 

on this topic will take part in this study.  Opinions and input on the feasibility, as well as 

the possible benefits and challenges of implementing a volunteer dog-walking group for 

high-school aged youth will be gathered.  
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 The demographic section of surveys given to high school students will include 

questions pertaining to participants' exercise levels, weekly outdoor exposure, and 

frequency of electronic device usage for entertainment.  The purpose of these questions 

among high school students is to help inform the level of need for a program that 

promotes entertainment through outdoor physical activity. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Overview of Unhealthy Trends in American Lifestyles 

The numbers of overweight and obese Americans have risen steadily in recent 

years.  In just three decades, the percentage of obese adults in America doubled, while the 

percentage of obese children tripled (Anderson and Butcher 2006).  As this trend 

progressed, it became apparent that health risks of developing cardiovascular diseases, 

pulmonary complications, type 2 diabetes, gastrointestinal disorders, and various types of 

cancers are substantially higher among overweight and obese individuals (Daniels 2006).  

However, regular physical activity has been linked with significant decreases in these 

types of health risks (Warburton, Nicol, and Bredin 2006).  Evidence of these trends has 

inspired health and fitness professionals to seek out innovative ways of getting people to 

be more physically active.  Simultaneously, researchers in health-related fields have 

sought to determine contributors to the issue of increasingly overweight and obese 

Americans.   

A number of potential causes and cultural changes have been identified as 

contributors to unhealthy weight gain; two apparent influences are (1) dietary patterns 

that incorporate more packaged and processed foods, which are less nutritious than slow-

cooked foods, and (2) decreased amounts of daily physical activity.  Some studies 

suggest that lack of exercise is more influential than poor diet in contributing to higher 

levels of obesity (Jebb and Moore 1999; Leonard 2010).  Chronological research on 
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changing cultural trends points to technological innovations in the past half-century as 

having a prominent effect on reduced physical activity levels and thus, rises in obesity 

rates.  Increasing emphases on convenience and efficiency in American society has 

motivated the creation of time- and labor-saving devices, such as washing machines, 

garage door openers, self-propelled lawn-mowers and, of course, automobiles, which 

have greatly diminished the amount of physical activity required of most people going 

about their daily lives (Franklin 2001).  Furthermore, land development during the past 

several decades has strongly favored automobile use, limiting the capacity for avenues 

geared towards active transportation, such as bike lanes and sidewalks (Brownson, 

Bohmer, and Luke 2005). 

 While technological advances have made life easier for people in some ways, the 

abatement of necessary physical exertion has also been to our detriment.  Evolutionary 

perspectives posit that a fair amount of physical activity is important for maintaining 

good health.  Genetic research indicates that human physiologies are essentially 

unchanged from the make-up of the early human hunter-gatherers we descended from 

(Cordain, et al. 1998).  Therefore, it is likely that human bodies are designed for exercise 

levels characteristic of a foraging lifestyle, which are considerably greater than those of 

most modern-day Americans.   

Overview of Benefits Resulting from Interactions with Nature and Animals 

 Another evolutionarily-designed predisposition that is neglected within many 

modern industrial lifestyles involves an affinity for interaction with nature and immersion 
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in natural environments.  Renowned biologist, E.O. Wilson, articulated this human 

inclination for interacting with nature in his book, The Biophilia Hypothesis, in which he 

elucidates the rationale and research evidence indicating that humans are innately drawn 

to and intrigued by elements of the natural world.  Psychological studies have 

demonstrated that people experience positive mental and emotional effects in response to 

nature exposure.  Some of these effects include reduced stress and tension levels, 

increased attentive capacities, and diminished feelings of anger and depression (Kaplan 

1992; Lewis 1996; Maller, et al. 2005; Rohde and Kendle 1997).  These findings led to 

the development of strategies for purposefully generating these benefits through the 

experience of nature exposure. Such strategies include Nature-Guided Therapy, Nature-

Guided Meditation, and "Green Exercise."  These strategies aim to utilize people’s 

affinities with elements of the natural world to produce positive psychological outcomes.  

Affiliations with animals have also proven to have positive effects on people’s well-

being.  Dogs in particular have adopted many roles in which they enhance the well-being 

of their human owners, especially in service positions in which they assist people with a 

range of impairments, such as sightlessness, deafness, epilepsy, and post-traumatic stress 

disorder, to name just a few.  More recently, dogs have been recognized for their work as 

therapy dogs in Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT). 

The utilization of AAT techniques has burgeoned in recent years, however, the 

foundational belief of AAT—that people derive health benefits from interacting and 

forming bonds with animals—has existed within cultures for many decades.  Scientific 

research findings and a myriad of anecdotal evidence supports the possibility that positive 
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psychological and emotional effects similar to those resulting from nature 

exposure/immersion (reduced tension, improved mood, diminished feelings of 

depression, etc.) can also result from animal interaction (Katcher, et al. 1983).  AAT may 

involve interaction with a variety of animals, but dogs, cats, and horses are the most 

common species used for these purposes.  The spreading popularity of AAT prompted the 

development of the more inclusive field of Animal-Assisted Activities (AAA).  Unlike 

AAT, practices in AAA are not necessarily focused on achieving a particular therapeutic 

goal; rather, these practices are intended to create opportunities for extending the benefits 

of animal-interaction to a greater number of people (Pet Partners, 2012).   

 Increased awareness of the positive ways animals can impact people’s lives in the 

forms of AAT and AAA has led researchers to consider the possibility that pet-owners 

may be generally healthier than non pet-owners.  Studies have attempted to evaluate 

measurements of both physical and emotional wellbeing for "pet owner" and "non-pet 

owner" populations.  Although the results have been somewhat mixed, one conclusive 

finding is that dog-owners who regularly walk their dogs are significantly more likely to 

meet the physical activity recommendations suggested by the Center for Disease Control 

(CDC) for healthy living (Ham and Epping 2006).  Dogs can also act as a form of social 

support (Beck and Katcher 1996) and this can increase motivation for adhering to regular 

exercise (Kushner, et al. 2006).  Furthermore, walking with dogs has been shown to 

facilitate social interaction among community members (Wood, et al. 2007).   

The Value of Animal Shelter Volunteer Programs  
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 Several humane societies in the United States have caught on to the potential for 

dogs to encourage people in their communities to be more active via "Walk a Hound, 

Lose a Pound" volunteer programs.  These types of programs offer people opportunities 

to walk, play, and interact with dogs while helping animal shelters make sure that the 

dogs obtain the exercise they need to be happy and healthy.  Dog-walking is an appealing 

avenue for increased fitness for many reasons: it presents an easy, accessible way to get 

more physical activity; it is an activity that can be adapted to just about any fitness level; 

it gives people—particularly non dog-owners—the chance to experience the benefits of 

animal-interaction; and it adds to the amount of time people spend outdoors.  Volunteer 

programs at humane societies and animal shelters create valuable opportunities for shelter 

dogs to get exercised, socialized, and to gain exposure in the community, all of which 

increase the dogs' likelihood of being adopted.  Unfortunately, for liability reasons, many 

such volunteer programs tend to exclude the participation of minors, unless accompanied 

by an adult.  However, children and adolescents may especially benefit from the chance 

to work with shelter dogs.  In addition to getting exercise, walking with shelter dogs 

could offer young people opportunities to develop a sense of responsibility and increase 

their self-confidence, while also gaining additional psychological benefits, such as 

reduced stress and anxiety levels (Friedmann, Son, and Tsai 2010; Serpell 2006; Wells 

2009).  Furthermore, creating opportunities for adolescents to engage in volunteer dog-

walking could provide a positive introduction to community service involvement.  

Additionally, the fitness-level flexibility and the potential for increased social interactions 

inherent in dog-walking as a form of exercise make it a potentially promising solution for 
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increasing physical activity and developing social skills among overweight or obese 

youth. 

Growing Trends in Obesity and Sedentariness 

 A 2006 study on data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey 

(NHNES) revealed the extent to which obesity levels have climbed in recent decades: in 

1970, 15 percent of American adults were classified as obese, by 2002, that figure had 

grown to 30 percent.  Although the doubling of the percentage of obese adults is 

alarming, the tripling of the percentage of obese children is even more disconcerting; in 

1970, 5 percent of American children qualified as obese but by 2002, 15 percent of 

children met the criteria for obesity (Anderson and Butcher 2006).  Determinations of 

overweight and obesity are assessed based on individual's Body Mass Index (BMI), 

which is derived using their height and weight; children, however, are classified based on 

where their BMI fits in relation to the percentiles of their same-sexed peers.  For adults, a 

BMI score of 25-29 qualifies as overweight, a score of 30 or more indicates that a person 

is obese, and a BMI of 40 or more is considered extremely obese.  Children between the 

85th and 94th percentile are considered overweight and children at or above the 95th 

percentile are considered obese (US Department of Health and Human Services 2011).    

 A temporal analysis of decreasing levels of physical activity reveals that 

technological advances are contributors to American lifestyles becoming more sedentary 

than in the past.  Technological advances have reshaped occupational trends and made is 

so that significant physical exertion is no longer necessary for many full-time jobs. 
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Franklin (2001) observes that, "increasingly, we are paid to think, to provide specific 

sedentary skills, or communicate and process information," (2001:1094).  Brownson, 

Boehmer and Luke (2005) find that, "in 1950, there were approximately 30 percent more 

persons in high-activity occupations than low-activity occupations, compared with 2000 

when there were approximately twice as many persons employed in low-activity 

occupations than high-activity populations" (2005:430).  In addition to increasingly 

sedentary jobs, domestic lifestyles have become less active for many Americans as well.  

The invention of a vast array of convenience appliances has diminished the amount of 

time and energy devoted to household chores; many everyday tasks that once required 

lifting, scrubbing, cooking, etc., can now be accomplished by simply pushing buttons.  

Although these advances have made daily life more effortless in some ways, the 

extensive departure from regular physical activity in American lifestyles has distanced us 

from our roots and the exercise inherent to the "Paleolithic patterns" in which humans' 

physiology evolved (Leonard 2010).   

Physically Active Physiologies 

 Basic labor typical of a hunter-gatherer lifestyle includes a fair amount of physical 

activity throughout the day.  For men, hunting is common one to four days a week and 

women must gather every two to three days; these activities necessitate a wide range of 

travel on foot.  There are also tasks that require strength and endurance, like carrying 

firewood and water, intensive food preparation, and making tools and clothing (Leonard 

2010:331).  These responsibilities represent the daily undertakings necessary for the 
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survival of early humans from which we are descended, and the divergence from the 

amount of exercise that was typical then to what is typical today has serious implications 

for human health.  One study compared health data from populations living in industrial 

societies with data from populations living in more traditional, pre-agricultural societies.  

The authors found that the former group were at significantly higher risk for what they 

call "diseases of civilization."  These include type 2 diabetes, hypertension, 

atherosclerosis and certain types of cancer.  Conversely, these disorders were found to be 

incredibly rare among the health data of people living more traditional lifestyles (Eaton, 

Konner, and Shostak 1988). 

 Shifts in travel behavior represent another major contributor to increasing 

sedentariness.  Automobile use has dramatically displaced more active forms of 

transportation, such as walking and biking (Brownson, Boehmer, and Luke 2005).  Land 

and infrastructure development has supported this trend in many places, favoring more 

and wider car lanes over the availability of bicycle lanes and sidewalks, such that people 

who would prefer to walk or bike may be without the option to do so safely. Anderson 

and Butcher (2006) observe that this shift away from active travel has been especially 

prominent with children being transported to school rather than walking or biking.  The 

authors refer to a nationally representative survey in which only 22 percent of parents 

reported that their child got to school via active transportation, with 17 percent of 

children walking to school, and only five percent riding bikes (2006:33).  This represents 

a significant decline from a generation ago, as more than two-thirds of the parents 

surveyed reported having walked or biked to school themselves, as children.  This is 
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unfortunate, since transportation tends to be a daily occurrence for most people, and 

choosing to do so actively ensures some degree of regular exercise and improves health.   

Health Benefits from Regular Physical Activity 

 Incorporating regular, distance-walking into one's routine can have substantial 

health benefits for people of all ages.  Studies comparing regular walkers with non-

walkers show that walkers have lowered risk of cardiovascular disease, lower blood 

pressure, and a decreased risk of developing type 2 diabetes; this is because walking 

regularly improves the body's ability to manage blood sugar levels as well as triglyceride 

and cholesterol levels (Thompson 2008).  Other advantages of walking as a form of 

exercise include that it is: "easily accessible, cost effective, generally well tolerated, has a 

low dropout rate, can be done almost anywhere, is a natural activity, companionable, 

requires no specialized equipment, easily fits into a schedule, and is adaptable to most 

fitness levels" (deJong 2008:38).  These realities make walking an attractive activity for 

promoting greater levels of exercise among Americans, which, according to the Center 

for Disease Control (CDC), is a need.  The CDC reports that only 48 percent of the U.S. 

population meets recommended physical activity guidelines of 150 minutes of moderate-

to-vigorous physical activity a week (CDC 2008). 

Dogs as Exercise Partners and Motivators  

 Achieving the recommended amount of physical activity is easier to accomplish 

when exercise is inherent to one's typical tasks or hobbies.  Otherwise, finding the 
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motivation to exercise regularly can be difficult for many people.  Having a dog that 

needs to be walked can add motivation to adhere to routine exercise.  Most dogs need at 

least some amount of physical activity and usually exhibit better behavior when they get 

it.  However, it seems that dogs can also provide valuable moral support for people trying 

to exercise more.  One study tested the effect of an exercise program that targeted both 

obese individuals and their obese dog counterparts for mutually increased exercise and 

found that people who viewed the dogs as a form of social support had significantly 

greater adherence to the program (Kushner, et al. 2006).  An article by Johnson and 

Meadows (2011) describes a study that also found greater adherence to a long-term 

walking program among participants who were paired with certified therapy dogs.  

Comments from the participants clearly credit the dogs for their commitment to physical 

activity: "'the dogs need us to walk them -- they count on us'; 'the dogs make me a better 

person'; 'I think hanging out with the dogs has improved my mental state, I always feel 

better when I spend time with the dogs'"(2011:397).  Importantly, these findings suggest 

that dogs can supply people with positive motivational support to exercise, even if the 

dogs do not belong to them. 

 Anyone familiar with the way dogs behave can probably imagine how dogs might 

provide motivation for walking regularly.  The enthusiasm and glee that emanates from 

dogs when they anticipate a walk in their near future is rather contagious.  New York 

Times Best-Selling author and star of the National Geographic channel's Dog Whisperer, 

Cesar Millan, describes himself as a sort of "dog psychologist" and has become famous 

for his ability to understand, effectively communicate with, and rehabilitate problem-
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behavior dogs.  Millan (2006) repeatedly emphasizes the essential role that daily exercise 

plays in maintaining a happy, healthy dog. He points to the lifestyle of timber wolves, 

from which all dog species descended, and the wide distances of travel characteristic of 

this species.  He argues that this heritage has helped shape dogs' appreciation of going on 

walks.  Typical distances traveled by people in hunter-gatherer societies can range 

upward of eight miles a day (Leonard 2010).  It appears that dogs and humans share an 

inherited proclivity and need for regular physical activity, and that each of these species 

could benefit from partnering with the other in achieving healthy exercise levels.  The 

well-known and celebrated camaraderie between humans and dogs surely facilitates this 

partnership where it exists.  

Beneficial Relationships between Humans and Dogs 

 This companionship between species is long developed; humans and dogs have 

co-evolved for centuries.  A documentary produced by NOVA (2010) titled, "Dogs 

Decoded," explains the genetic research that shows how we know for certain that all 

domesticated dogs evolved from timber wolves.  Archaeologists and geneticists have 

attempted to pinpoint when dogs began to show a departure from wolves as indicators of 

how far back their relationship with humans goes.  While bone evidence suggests that 

this link has existed for about 12,000 to 13,000 years, mitochondrial DNA evidence 

posits a number closer to 100,000 years, when all humans were hunter-gatherers.  Some 

viewpoints represented in this documentary suggest that humans' relationship with dogs 

was pivotal in the transition from hunter-gatherer to a more agricultural lifestyle.  
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Teamwork with early wolf-dogs likely abetted humans' hunting capabilities, enabling 

them to procure more meat and feed more people.  Dogs were also essential in helping 

early ranchers herd, manage, and protect their livestock.  

 This same NOVA documentary illuminates several indicators that humans and 

dogs have had a long, shared history together.  The evidence suggests that these species' 

relationship has been as much social as utilitarian.  The documentary explores the work 

of Daniel Mills, a researcher at the University of Lincoln, England, who conducted a 

study examining the claim made by countless dog owners that their animals are attuned to 

their feelings.  Mills describes cognitive psychological research showing that humans 

display more emotion on the right half of their faces (which are asymmetrical), and 

explains that humans have a natural "left-gaze bias" when viewing other human faces that 

enables them to more clearly interpret their emotions.  Using eye-tracking software, 

Mills's research team video-taped dogs' directional gaze in response to projected images 

of dog faces, human faces, and neutral objects.  They found that dogs also display a left-

gaze bias in response to human faces but, interestingly, they do not have the same 

response to dog faces.  This finding suggests that dogs have developed specific 

adaptations that enable them to better perceive human emotion (NOVA 2010).   

 NOVA’s "Dogs Decoded" also describes how dogs have adapted ways of vocally 

communicating with us using a variety of distinct barks.  Dr. Adam McCloskey explains 

that, although wolves usually employ barking primarily as a form of warning, dogs have 

an array of barks for different meanings and situations.  He speculates that, "dogs may 

have evolved their amazing vocal repertoire to communicate with us" (NOVA 
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2010:12:10).  To test this, his research team recorded dogs barking in different acted-out 

scenarios and had dog-owners try to decipher the meaning of the barks they heard.  

Overall, people were very successful, and were able to discern when a dog was barking in 

alarm at an approaching stranger, when the dog was feeling playful with a toy or ball 

nearby, or when the dog was feeling distressed at being left behind.  These findings are 

remarkable in demonstrating how attuned dogs and humans are to each other: not only 

can humans accurately discern what dogs communicate, but dogs have developed 

specific, effective ways of getting their message across in ways we understand. 

 In light of this evidence, it is not surprising that dogs have been shown to provide 

a form of social support for many people and, indeed, this has been the case reported by a 

multitude of dog owners.  Results from a series of focus groups involving dog-owners 

who regularly walked their dogs in the United Kingdom, revealed that participants felt 

they derived numerous physical, psychological and social benefits from dog-ownership: 

"the value attached to dogs was striking, with discussions around this theme exploring 

how dogs had affected and enhanced the participants' quality of life, providing 

companionship and comfort.  Animals were reported as both recipients and donors of 

unconditional love...It was clear that participants believed their lives to be much richer 

for the presence of dogs"(Knight and Edwards 2008:445).  Many participants also 

described their dogs as "therapists," that offer a source of support and comfort during 

difficult times in their lives.  The researchers note that, "this was especially evident for 

participants who admitted to feeling depressed, isolated, and lonely" (2008:446).   
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The Value of Human-Animal Bonds 

 Beck and Katcher (2006) explore the benefits of human-animal relationships in 

their book, Between Pets and People.  They too refer to the unique form of 

"unconditional love" dogs provide and describe how this can be a valuable form of 

stability and social support for their owners.  One manifestation of this is seen in the 

greeting rituals dogs perform for their owners when they return home.  This welcoming 

can be especially meaningful after a hard day: "A pet's greeting always has the same 

gestures and the same enthusiasms. It makes no demands and has no ill feelings.  A pet's 

welcome is restorative and signals that everything is as it was when you left; everything 

is safe, and you have not changed, either" (2006:29).  Beck and Katcher point to the 

intimate, social nature of people's relationships with their dogs.  Pet dogs are often 

spoken to as if they are people, they are frequently thought of and treated as family 

members, they may be included in social celebrations such as birthdays, they may even 

share our beds.  When dogs die, it is often a significant, if not traumatic, experience for 

their families, and dogs are often given special burial and reverence in their passing.  

Clearly, the intrinsic value of dog ownership is, for many people, quite meaningful.   

 Evidence of the benefits of dog-interaction is not merely anecdotal, however.  In 

her review of the literature on "The Effects of Animals on Human Health and Well-

Being," Deborah Wells (2009) finds many indications that dogs can have positive 

influences on people's medical health.  One ground-breaking study by Friedman, et al. 

(1980) found that pet owners who suffered heart attacks were significantly more likely to 
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be alive one year later than were non-pet owners.  Wells observes that these findings 

were reproduced again by Friedman and Thomas (2009) fifteen years later, with a larger 

number of participants and found that "dog owners were roughly 8.6 times more likely to 

still be alive one year after a heart attack...cat ownership, by contrast, did not reveal 

similar effects" (2009:527).  Similarly, risk factor for coronary heart disease has been 

shown to be significantly lower among pet-owners than non-pet owners.  Wells (2009) 

describes several other studies from the past 30 years that associate pet ownership with 

improved health status.  For example, pet owners have been discovered to make fewer 

doctor visits than non-pet owners.  Another study showed that dog owners experienced 

significantly reduced frequency of minor physical ailments (such as headaches, colds, 

hay fever and dizziness) one month after acquiring their pets. 

 In a separate review, Wells (2007) points to the psychological benefits associated 

with dog ownership: "research has shown that animals, and in particular dogs, can 

ameliorate the effects of potentially stressful life-events (e.g. bereavement, divorce), 

reduce levels of anxiety, loneliness and depression (Folse, et al. 1989) and enhance 

feelings of autonomy, competence, and self-esteem (Beck & Katcher, 1983); Kid & Kidd, 

1985; Levinson, 1972; Robin & ten Bensel, 1985; Tribenbacher, 1998)"(2007:49).  Given 

the compilation of evidence that dog-ownership can have many positive physical and 

psychological effects, and considering that approximately 78.2 million United States 

homes have dogs—with 39 percent of households owning at least one dog (Humane 

Society of the United States 2010)—it is reasonable to say that dogs contribute 

substantially to the increased health and well-being of many American citizens. 
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 It is important to note, however, that dogs can positively influence people other 

than their owners too.  Beck and Katcher (2006) refer to studies demonstrating that 

talking to or petting an unfamiliar dog, or simply having a dog in the room, can have 

effects such as reduced feelings of tension and lowered blood pressure for people.  

Similarly, the aforementioned documentary by NOVA , "Dogs Decoded" (2010), 

described a study in which blood samples taken from human and dog participants before 

and during "petting sessions" revealed peaks in production of oxytocin, a bonding 

hormone produced by the hypothalamus during activities such as breast-feeding and sex 

(2010:13:30).  

 These many findings illustrating the benefits that can accrue from human-animal 

interaction provide substantial support for—and reinforce the rationale behind—AAT 

and AAA strategies and programs, which have been diverse and plentiful.  One of the 

earliest and most popular forms of AAT/AAA involves therapy or shelter dogs visiting 

nursing homes and assisted-living facilities.  Therapy dogs also routinely visit hospitals, 

particularly children's and cancer wards.  Results of these visits typically include 

improved mood levels and increased socialization among patients and residents (Wells 

2007).  More recently, reading programs that pair school children with therapy dogs have 

demonstrated success in assisting children's reading capabilities.  The dogs serve as 

patient, nonjudgmental audiences for children as they develop reading skills and the 

positivity of these sessions encourage children as they gain confidence in their abilities. 

Somewhat related to this strategy, many universities in the U.S. have begun incorporating 

"puppy days," which usually occur near finals week and are intended to help students de-
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stress by enabling them to play with adoptable puppies brought from nearby animal 

shelters.  Several programs have emerged in the U.S. that pair shelter dogs with prison 

inmates for various types of service-dog training.  These programs are mutually 

beneficial because they save dogs from euthanization and also help inmates develop 

marketable dog-training skills (Strimple 2003).  These programs have largely produced 

positive results for inmate participants: women in a correctional center dog-training 

program experienced decreased depression and self-esteem improvement; violent 

juvenile boys in this type of program showed improvements in leadership and respect for 

authority, as well as increased social interaction (Wells 2007).   

Dogs as Catalysts for Socialization and Providers of Social Support 

 Conversations often bloom between people in the presence of dogs.  Dogs provide 

a mutual point of focus that can assist the formation of personal connections.  This is one 

of the main desired effects of AAA, and dogs' ability to facilitate positive social 

interactions is identified as one of the major benefits of these types of activities.  

McNicholas and Collins (2000) found that people were significantly more likely to 

experience chance conversations with strangers while walking a dog than individuals 

without dogs; similarly, wheelchair users report more friendly encounters when 

accompanied by a service dog than when alone (Hart, Hart, and  Bergin 1987).  In a dog-

owners focus group, the enhanced social connections resulting from dog-walking was a 

central point of discussion: "being a dog walker was described in terms of group 
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membership that gave participants a sense of pride and satisfaction" (Knight and Edwards 

2008:447).   

 Having a sense of community and social support have been shown to be 

prominent predictors of people successfully adhering to a regular exercise routine (Cohen 

2004).  Therefore, this tendency for dogs to provide social support and facilitate social 

interactions among people has promising implications for the value of incorporating dogs 

in walking programs designed to increase physical activity among overweight or obese 

individuals.  Furthermore, recommendations for physical activity programs geared 

toward overweight youth emphasize the importance of providing opportunities for 

improving socialization skills and self-esteem within these programs (Fulton, et al. 2004).  

Creating more opportunities to experience positive social-interaction among adolescents 

could benefit the majority of people, not only those who are overweight and obese, as 

attempting to navigate the mercurial society of high school can be challenging for 

anyone. 

Potential Benefits of Creating Volunteer Dog-Walking Opportunities for Adolescents 

Civic involvement 

 Providing the option of dog-walking as a form of community service to 

adolescents could have many potential benefits on a community-wide and an individual 

level.  Research on community service involvement demonstrates that adolescents' 

volunteer participation has positive effects on academic, behavioral and civic outcomes 
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(Schmidt, Shumow, and Kackar 2006).  Early civic involvement in the form of volunteer 

service could help facilitate greater awareness of local issues and empower youth in 

identifying and addressing needs within their communities.  Increasing community 

awareness and civic participation among youth populations would inevitably foster 

benefits for the greater community as well.  Additional volunteer assistance for non-profit 

organizations and community centers would increase the capabilities of these groups to 

benefit their communities.  

Many types of community service projects involve some degree of 

intergenerational teamwork, whether it is working in a soup kitchen, doing park clean-

ups, or young people visiting elderly persons in assisted-living homes.  Experience 

collaborating across age groups promotes the development of appropriate and effective 

cooperation and communication skills, and gives young people the chance to learn 

dynamic problem-solving skills in an applied manner.  Encouraging the development of 

these types of skills and sense of initiative in young people through experiential 

involvement in community solutions would also enhance social capital and resiliency.  

Additionally, fostering awareness of problems in the local community increases the 

likelihood of future civic involvement (Metz and Youniss 2005).  For example, getting 

young people involved in volunteer dog-walking with animal shelter dogs could help 

raise awareness of the increased pressure on humane societies in the United States 

resulting from an abundance of animals surrendered in lieu of a proliferation of 

foreclosures with the nation's housing crisis.  This awareness, guided by witnessing the 
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impacts on the animals adolescents are working with, could generate an interest and 

involvement in greater political issues.  

 Along a similar line of reasoning, a volunteer program that brought adolescents in 

greater contact with the parks and green spaces in their communities by utilizing these 

spaces for dog-walking could promote a greater interest in, and connection to, the local 

environment.  Indeed, Clayton and Meyers (2009) find that opportunities for positive 

social engagement in natural spaces constitute experiences that are crucial to developing 

an affiliation with nature that promotes pro-environmental behavior.  Furthermore, 

bringing adolescents in greater contact with nature could enhance their psychological 

well-being as well, since time spent in more natural environments (as opposed to "built" 

environments) has been shown to improve people's mental states.   

Benefits from nature exposure  

 Positive psychological responses to nature, according to one review of the 

literature, involve feelings of pleasure, greater attention restoration, 'relaxed wakefulness,' 

and diminution of negative emotions such as anger and anxiety (Rohde and Kendle 

1997).  Simply having a window view that includes natural scenery—as opposed to no 

window or a window looking out at urban landscapes—has been shown to have positive 

effects on people.  In these more favorable conditions involving nature exposure: hospital 

patients recover faster (Ulrich 1984), prison inmates have fewer stress symptoms and sick 

calls (Moore 1981), and office workers feel more job satisfaction (Kaplan and Kaplan 

1989).  Findings such as these have compelled research into ways of incorporating 
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elements of nature into more built environments to generate psychological benefits.  For 

example, one study demonstrated that placing aquariums in the waiting rooms of dentists’ 

and doctors’ offices helps patients remain calmer (Beck and Katcher 1996); similarly, 

live plants in work places and classrooms helps attentive capabilities (Raanaas, et al. 

2011).  

One method of using elements of nature to produce psychological benefits is what 

has become known as "green exercise," which may be simply defined as "exercise 

performed in (relatively) natural environments such as parks"(Mackay and Neill 

2010:238).  The Interdisciplinary Centre for Environment and Society at the University 

of Essex in the United Kingdom has developed a research program concerned specifically 

with the effects of green exercise.  Central findings from their research distinguish three 

primary health outcomes in response to green exercise: "(1) improvement of 

psychological well-being (by enhancing mood and self-esteem, whilst reducing feelings 

of anger, confusion, depression and tension); (2) generation of physical health benefits 

(by reducing blood pressure and burning calories); and (3) facilitation of social 

networking and connectivity (by enhancing social capital)"(Green Exercise Homepage: 

"Key Findings").  Similarly, research from the University of Canberra in Australia found 

larger reductions in anxiety levels among people who participated in green exercise as 

opposed to indoor exercise (Mackay and Neill 2010).   
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Mitigating the effects of over-exposure to electronics 

 Given the potential for nature exposure to improve mental well-being, allowing 

adolescent volunteers to walk dogs in parks and open green spaces would enhance the 

likelihood that participants' would derive maximum benefits from their involvement.  

These types of benefits may also counteract negative effects associated with excessive 

interaction with electronic media, which has become characteristic of many American 

adolescents.  A study at the turn of the millennium (Rideout, et al. 1999) found that, 

"more than one out of every six kids in this country (17 percent) watches more than five 

hours of TV a day" (1999:9).  This same study ascertained that "high" media users 

(defined as kids who partake in more than 10.5 hours of daily media use) had 

significantly lower levels of contentedness than less frequent users.   

Similarly, a longitudinal study (Primack, et al. 2009) compared responses to the 

National Survey of Adolescent Health from participants who were not depressed at 

baseline with results from a follow-up assessment seven years later and found that, of the 

4,142 participants, 308 (7.4 percent) reported symptoms consistent with depression and 

that "those reporting more television use had significantly greater odds of developing 

depression...In addition, those reporting more total media exposure had significantly 

greater odds of developing depression"(2009:181).  Another study found somewhat 

comparable results among video game and internet "over-users"(Messias, et al. 2011); 

teens who reported using these types of media five or more hours each day were at 

significantly higher risk for sadness, suicidal ideation, and suicide planning.  It should be 
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noted, however, that teens already suffering from depression may simply be more 

attracted to the solitary appeal of electronic media as opposed to other, more social, forms 

of entertainment.  Benefits associated with dog-interaction, such as improved mood and 

diminished feelings of anger and depression, could potentially counteract the negative 

effects of excessive electronic media use among today's youth.  This possibility, coupled 

with the potential for dog-walking opportunities to boost motivation to exercise, 

strengthens the case that finding ways of linking shelter dogs with adolescents in a 

physically active context would be a valuable and worthy endeavor. 

Developing life skills through dog-interactions 

 A volunteer program that paired adolescents with shelter dogs would require 

some type of training and education in proper dog-handling, in order to ensure 

participants' safety and safety of the animals.  This type of training could assist the 

development of responsible leadership skills and educate adolescents on what constitutes 

appropriate forms of discipline.  Cesar Millan talks about the importance of a person's 

"energy" in dealing with dogs; he insists that being a successful "pack leader" requires 

projecting "calm assertive" energy, and emphasizes the distinction between being 

"assertive" and being "aggressive"(2006: 69).  This distinction is important and it draws 

attention to the unacceptable nature of physical aggression as a means of discipline.  

Learning to maintain this type of self-awareness and a sense of calm control during 

interactions with dogs could be useful for developing adolescents.  Talking to them about 

the distinction between aggression and assertiveness could help raise awareness of the 
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issue of domestic violence, which continues to occur in many American households.  

Studies indicate that there is a strong correlation between animal abuse and domestic 

violence; it is often the case that in households where one type of abuse is occurring, the 

other is likely taking place as well (Becker and French 2004).  Teaching adolescents 

appropriate means of communication and discipline with shelter dogs in this program 

could help foster a healthy understanding of the distinction between acting assertively 

and aggressively as they develop social skills and learn how to act appropriately in adult 

relationships as well. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has examined how the growing issue of American obesity rates is 

strongly correlated with decreased levels of physical activity.  This pattern has been 

facilitated by numerous societal changes, particularly technological advances in recent 

decades.  Demonstrating the need for greater, more diverse exercise opportunities for 

adolescents, and drawing on a number of studies that indicate the positive effects of 

AAT/ AAA and community service, I have illustrated the rationale behind, and advocated 

for, designing a volunteer dog-walking program that would pair shelter dogs with 

adolescents.  This program would create opportunities for mutually increased 

socialization and physical activity, both of which are beneficial to human and canine 

health and well-being.  Additionally, I have supplied evidence from the literature 

indicating dogs' ability to enhance socialization among people and promote adherence to 

regular exercise.  The long-shared history of co-evolution between dogs and humans, as 
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well as a considerable amount of literature detailing the benefits of animal-interaction, 

lend credence to the idea that dogs and humans are socially inclined towards each other 

and that interactions between them can be mutually advantageous.  Numerous programs 

and activities that have utilized human-animal interactions to enhance groups of 

individuals' health and well-being provide support for the usefulness of these types of 

activities; examples include dog visitations to elderly persons residing in nursing homes 

and prison inmates training shelter dogs for service positions.   

I suggest that providing the opportunity for adolescents to participate in dog-

walking as a form of community service and physical activity could be additionally 

valuable because it may generate greater interest in local issues and promote future civic 

involvement.  Additionally, this type of activity has the potential to bring young people 

into contact with more parks and green spaces, thereby facilitating increased awareness 

of their local environments.  The possibility of increasing nature experiences via dog-

walking in parks carries with it the potential for enhancing participants' mental and 

emotional well-being in ways consistent with the recorded benefits of "green exercise."  

In addition to being physically and psychologically beneficial, giving adolescents the 

chance to participate in volunteer dog-walking could create opportunities for developing 

social interaction skills, and for gaining experience being civically engaged within the 

community.  The aggregation of these benefits makes the proposed volunteer program 

potentially advantageous for all participants—human and canine alike—and ultimately 

beneficial for the greater community as well.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Epistemology 

 My research question is founded on the potential intersection of three separate 

phenomena: (1) the need for creative methods of promoting physical activity among 

young people in order to counteract cultural trends that have led to dramatic increases in 

overweight and obese Americans; (2) the human experience of multiple benefits resulting 

from interaction with animals, specifically dogs; and (3) the great need among animal 

shelters in the United States for volunteer assistance in providing exercise and 

socialization opportunities for the dogs in residence.  My proposal is a volunteer program 

geared towards high school students that enables participants to earn community service 

credit by exercising dogs in animal shelters.  My program idea proposes a method of 

integrating these phenomena in a way that could simultaneously address multiple 

community concerns on a local level, while benefiting all parties involved.  

 This research is exploratory and evaluates whether or not such a volunteer 

program would be a desirable prospect to and a positive experience for high school 

students as well as humane societies.  I believe that involvement in this volunteer 

program would benefit teenagers by creating opportunities to develop special skills 

working with animals and to build community service credit.  Teenagers would also 

benefit through engaging positively with adoptable dogs while also getting exercise.  

Participating animal shelters, in exchange for collaborative involvement in a preliminary 
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training process and program facilitation, would gain a consistent group of trained 

volunteers and happier, healthier shelter dogs. 

 The pursuit of knowledge in this exploratory research is situated within a social 

constructivist epistemological framework.  Knowledge claims forming the foundation of 

this research, and the information that substantiate its results, are built primarily upon the 

subjective understandings, opinions, and experiences of the participants as well as the 

researcher.  The notion that this proposed volunteer program would benefit those 

involved is born of my own observations and discernments regarding its main foci: (1) 

dog interaction, (2) physical activity, and (3) community service.  The information 

constituting relevant data within this research focuses on the respondents' feelings about, 

reactions to, and subjective feedback regarding these three elements within the proposed 

program.  The goal of this research is to interpret and analyze the meaning within the 

participants' responses regarding their feelings and conceptualizations about what this 

hypothetical program would mean to them (or their organization).  Based on that 

analysis, I will determine if this program is desirable and feasible.  This research fits 

within a social constructivist framework because it relies on the substance within 

subjective meanings and emphasizes the value in the participants' conceptions about their 

social interaction experiences, with humans as well as with animals.  

 My historical, subjective understandings about the interactions between humans 

and dogs form the bedrock of this research inquiry.  What the nature--or essence--of that 

relationship means to me inspires this exploration.  My own experiences and observations 

attest to a special kind of companionship that exists between people and their dogs--
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especially as activity partners; these experiences and observations have motivated the 

conceptualization of this program solution.  My own struggle with being an overweight 

child and teenager, and the influence that running with dogs has had on my physical 

health, give me faith in the prospects of this solution.  I am further encouraged by the 

apparent sense of community that is shared among dog-walkers through interactions in 

public places, such as parks, and the positive effects these interactions have within the 

local population.  I also recall my uncertainty in high school, when my college 

applications inquired about the number of community service hours I had accumulated; 

and I remember thinking that some more coordination between the school and 

community groups in creating those opportunities for students would have been helpful.  

 However, the essence of the connection between human and dog companions, for 

me, became apparent when I left my parents' home, where my family had always owned 

dogs, to go away to college.  It wasn't easy leaving my family's aging yellow Labrador, 

but not being in the dorms, unable to be around any dogs at all, began to negatively 

impact my well-being.  I noticed when I came home for holidays how much more at ease 

and generally happy I was, not just to be reunited with my dog again, but to be around my 

friends' and family's dogs.  My sister and her partner own five rescue dogs, which are sort 

of like children in their house.  To them, I'm "Auntie Nell," whose visits mean the 

promise of a walk, a run, a ball thrower, or at least a scratch behind the ears.  

 Back at college, my living and working spaces felt to be lacking something basic, 

something that helped me feel more balanced.  I decided to start volunteering at a local 

humane society: the Dog Adoption and Welfare Group (DAWG).  After attending two 



31 
 

 

2.5-hour long orientation/training sessions, I could visit the shelter seven days a week 

between the hours of 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. and walk the dogs down the street, or sit with 

them in their kennels and groom them, or take them to a socialization yard to play ball.  

After a few months of consistent volunteering, I was able to get permission to take the 

dogs off-site for day visits.  Although my academic lifestyle put me in no position to 

adopt a dog, the success and availability of this volunteer program allowed me to 

continue getting the positive experiences of interacting with dogs.  Plus, volunteering got 

me out of studying in my dorm room and outdoors for some fresh air and exercise.  Finals 

weeks became a lot more manageable when I could take study breaks to get some pet 

therapy and blood flow.  

 When I first began my graduate studies at Humboldt State University, it didn't 

take me long to find an animal shelter to volunteer with.  By then I had realized the 

important role that interacting with dogs on a semi-regular basis has in sustaining my 

mental and physical well-being.  I have found that being devoid of dog interaction leaves 

me less capable of handling stress, more liable to becoming short or irritated with people, 

and often feeling lonely, despite having human friends.  Having always grown up with 

dogs that were treated like family members, I have become reliant on the experience of 

dog companionship.  I benefit from the company of a willing activity partner who helps 

me remain focused on the immediate present and our environmental surroundings.  I find 

it refreshing to be in that simple company and, despite our species’ differences, we are 

able to communicate effectively enough—mostly through body language.  From what I 

can tell, the interaction is rewarding for both of us.  Volunteer programs at animal 
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shelters allow people who are unable to own dogs to have that human-animal interaction 

experience.    

 My own experiences, those of other dog lovers, and a wealth of literature and 

anecdotal evidence attesting to some valuable truth in the expression, "dog is man's best 

friend," and the consistency of this subjective experience, compel the pursuits of this 

research (Wendt 1996). 

Methodology 

My research strategy was led by a phenomenological approach, in that I have tried 

to characterize a basic lived experience--walking (exercising) with dogs-- through 

examining other people's opinions about the nature of that experience, and its potential 

value to people.  I have also sought feedback from participants' with relevant experiential 

knowledge (personnel working at animal shelters) on whether it would be a beneficial 

and worthwhile endeavor to generate opportunities for that experience for young adults in 

the way that I propose: through a volunteer program that connects high school students 

with dogs living in animal shelters to create opportunities for mutual exercise, 

socialization, and positive peer interaction.   

 My exploration of this potential program targets the town of Chico, California, 

and would ideally involve working in conjunction with the primary local animal shelter, 

the Butte Humane Society (BHS).  Chico is where I was born and raised, and my 

familiarity with the town informed my decision to base my research there.  Based on my 

knowledge of the geography of Chico, which contains many park spaces and potential 
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walking areas, as well as my experiences with the community groups in Chico—which 

are plentiful and generally cohesive—I  feel that Chico would be an appropriate setting to 

try implementing this volunteer program.  Furthermore, my personal volunteer 

experiences working with BHS support my notion that this is a shelter that would be 

willing and, with some assistance, capable of supporting this type of program. 

 A portion of my research inquiry aimed to explore how a variety of phenomena 

are experienced by high school students', according to their own assessments.  I used a 

survey to ask high school students to rate how they feel various situational and 

environmental factors affect their physical and mental well-being in order to better 

understand the essence of those phenomena.  These situational and environmental factors 

describe conditions inherent to my proposed program, such as being outdoors, being 

physically active, doing service to the community, and interacting with animals.  Thus, 

part of my research sought to interpret essential truths about a potential phenomenon--

that is, what the lived experience of my proposed program would be--through my 

examination of the essences of these separate phenomena, which are characteristic of the 

program.  However, this element of my research exploration strayed somewhat from a 

traditional phenomenological approach, in that my inquiries targeted teenagers' 

conceptualizations about specific conditions that would be intrinsic to the program, rather 

than asking broad, open-ended questions about a general experience.  Furthermore, 

participants' responses were predominantly limited to a rating scale, rather than 

opportunities for unlimited free expression.  This strategy was necessary, however, given 



34 
 

 

the need to analyze a wide range of responses regarding these phenomena, and to assess 

the potential appeal of this program. 

 Another portion of my inquiry took a phenomenological approach with aspects of 

grounded theory imbedded within it.  Through examining the opinions of humane society 

staff members and gaining their feedback on my program idea, I developed a fuller 

understanding of the reality of animal shelters, what their needs are, and what would be 

necessary for this volunteer program to fit into that reality in a positive, productive way.  

Once again, the subjective experiences and feelings of participants form the substance of 

this research.  However, rather than simply attempting to describe an essence, my 

research sought to "move beyond description and to generate or discover" (Cresswell 

2007:63) something about that essence and its applications.  That is, my research aimed 

to utilize that advanced understanding in order to better design this potential program, 

which added an element of grounded theory to my research approach. 

Methods  

 A mixed methods approach, with an emphasis on qualitative data, describes the 

manner in which this research was conducted.  My methods approach incorporated three 

processes of data collection: (1) semi-structured interviews, conducted with staff 

members of BHS; (2) a survey, given to students attending various high schools in Chico, 

which included primarily multiple choice questions as well as a few short-answer 

questions; and (3) a similar but distinct survey, given to community members at a dog-
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walking fundraising event (hosted by BHS), which contained mostly multiple choice 

questions and a few short-answer questions.   

 The vast majority of data gathered within this research is of a qualitative nature, 

in that it prominently focuses on the value of people's subjective understandings and 

perspectives regarding the subject matter.  However, many of the survey questions asked 

participants to make a quantitative assessment of their feelings or opinions; for example, 

how positively or negatively they think something affects them, or how much they agree 

or disagree with a statement.  The surveys also contained a limited number of open-ended 

questions, which generated qualitative data.  Some aspects of the data analysis were 

quantitative as well, in that the results were examined as a distribution of the frequency 

and range of responses.  Furthermore, participant responses generated from the surveys 

were used to conjecture generalizations about the greater populations they target.  Thus, 

although my research emphasized data collection that is based in qualitative information, 

there are also aspects of my investigation that incorporated a quantitative analysis of the 

data. 

Interviews 

 The purpose of gathering interview data was to garner information and feedback 

from experienced personnel on how my program idea might best fit in with the policies 

and procedures of animal shelters, such as BHS.  Interview participants were individuals 

with intimate knowledge of these procedures and policies, all of whom have dealt 

firsthand with shelter dogs and members of the public who come as volunteers to interact 
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with the dogs.  These participants' experiential knowledge, as well as the additional 

training or awareness of animal behavior that they may have as animal shelter personnel, 

made this group highly qualified to inform my research in meaningful ways.  Semi-

structured interviews were used, so that all interview participants were asked primarily 

the same questions.  However, I maintained the freedom to alter the order of the 

questioning to address certain topics as they came up, or as it suited the flow of the 

interview.  The semi-structured format also allowed me to ask participants to expound 

upon particular responses that they gave to address my inquiries more thoroughly. 

 Recruitment of interview participants included utilizing points of contact from 

past associations with staff members, developed while volunteering at BHS.  A snow-ball 

recruitment method was used thereafter; once the interviews were completed, I thanked 

the participant and asked if they knew of anyone else who might be willing and interested 

in being interviewed on the topic, and utilized the contacts they recommended to recruit 

more interviewees.  No one I approached declined to participate in the interview.  

 Interviews took anywhere from 25 minutes to one hour to complete.  They were 

comprised of approximately 30 open-ended questions, which aimed to do the following: 

(1) examine participants' notions about concepts that underlie my program proposal and 

compare them to one another’s responses and my own assumptions; (2) gather input from 

participants' on various design elements and parameters of the program that would shape 

it to be a success; and (3) assess whether or not the program would be possible for and 
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desirable to the shelter organization and its animal clients.1  Prior to beginning the 

survey, I provided participants with an informational consent document explaining the 

purpose the interview and their rights as participants.  I also asked participants' 

permission to audio-record the interviews; all participants complied with the audio 

recording.  After completing the interview, the recording was transcribed and deleted 

within a week's time. 

 Six Butte Humane Society staff members were interviewed for the purpose of this 

research.  They included: the community outreach director, the volunteer coordinator, the 

adoptions manager, an adoptions counselor who also specializes in animal behavior, the 

registered veterinarian tech, and the communication and events coordinator.  All together, 

the persons interviewed for this study constituted approximately half of the shelter’s paid 

staff members. 

 Although the program I propose would ideally be coordinated through BHS, I 

also sought interviews with other animal shelter groups in the Chico area, in an attempt to 

widen the assessment of interest and increase interview responses.  The neighboring 

towns of Paradise and Oroville support the Paradise Animal Shelter and the Northwest 

Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA), respectively.  However, despite 

numerous attempts to get in contact with personnel from these organizations via 

telephone and email, I was unable to recruit any more interview participants from these 

other nearby shelters.   

                                                 
1 See Appendix C: Interview Questions for Animal Shelter Staff Members. 
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High school student surveys 

Surveying students from a selection of the high schools in Chico allowed me to 

make an assessment of the general interest levels among a sampling of the specific 

population that would make up the participant base of my proposed program: high school 

students.  This survey process also enabled me to gain feedback from participants 

regarding the potential benefits of this program, and how it would best accommodate and 

appeal to high school students.  Gathering the perspectives of a range of high school 

students regarding the design of the program, the activities and opportunities it presents, 

and their degree of interest in participating in such a program, provided crucial 

information from members of the target population.  This data informs my evaluation of 

whether this volunteer program would be appropriate for the target participant 

population—high school students—and whether, and how much, involvement appeals to 

them. 

 In order to survey high school students, many of who are minors (under the age of 

18), permission had to be obtained from several authorities prior to requesting their 

involvement.  Recruitment of high school survey participants required preliminary 

permission and signatures of approval from the Chico Unified School District 

superintendent, the high school principals, and parents of students who were under 

eighteen years of age (in that order).  I attempted to recruit survey participants from four 

local high schools in Chico: two primary high schools and two alternative high schools. 

The two main high schools, Pleasant Valley High and Chico High, are attended by the 
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majority of Chico’s teenagers. Inspire School of Arts and Sciences (Inspire) is a smaller, 

arts-focused school located within portable classrooms on the Chico High campus; and 

Fair View High School is an alternative school, which accommodates students who have 

been expelled from another school, are on academic probation, or are part of some other 

special program.  After meeting with the principals to explain the goals of my research, 

three of these four school principals gave me permission to distribute surveys within their 

schools: Pleasant Valley, Inspire, and Fair View High Schools. Chico High School 

declined to participate due to an overabundance of research requests from students at 

California State University Chico, which is located near their campus. 

 Principals of these three high schools assisted me by supplying contact 

information for three or four of their teachers they thought might be interested and 

willing to work with me.  Eight teachers from the three schools—three from Fair View, 

three from Pleasant Valley, and two from Inspire—agreed to let me survey their classes; 

one teacher at Inspire invited me to survey two of her classes.  My survey pool includes 

students from nine separate classes--three from each school--including freshman, 

sophomore, and senior classes, which had anywhere from ten to thirty students.  

 These eight teachers allowed me five-to-ten minutes of class time to give a brief 

overview of my research and hand out parental permission forms that would enable 

students under the age of eighteen to participate in my survey.2  In order to permit as 

many students as possible from each class to participate, permission forms were 

distributed approximately two weeks in advance of the day their class was to be 

                                                 
2 See Appendix F: Informed Consent Documents. 
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surveyed.  Students were therefore allowed ample time to obtain parents' signatures and 

additional permission forms were left with the teachers to replace any that might students 

lose.  To help foster incentive to participate and to encourage students to obtain their 

parents’ signatures, participating classes were informed that students who took the survey 

would be entered into a raffle drawing for a selection of prizes.  Participants from each of 

the different high schools were eligible to win either a 10-dollar gift certificate to a local 

café, or a 15-dollar certificate to a local restaurant, located within walking distance of the 

school.  Participants from all three schools were also entered into a "grand prize" raffle 

drawing that awarded one student a new iPod shuffle®. 

   On the days that surveys were conducted, students who had obtained parental 

permission, or were over the age of eighteen, were given a paper survey with an informed 

consent document attached to the front.  This document detailed the purpose of the 

research, participation requirements, and requested their voluntary participation.  The 

researcher read this document aloud prior to students beginning the survey.  Surveys were 

comprised of 41 questions, including 34 multiple choice and seven short, hand-written 

responses.3  On average, surveys took approximately 10 to 15 minutes to complete.  Both 

the researcher and the regular classroom teacher remained present throughout the process, 

and were available to answer any questions.  Once students finished filling out the 

surveys, their responses were collected by the researcher, who immediately detached 

their signed informed consent forms--the only documents containing any identifying 

information. These were stored in a folder, separate from the actual surveys. 

                                                 
3 See Appendix D: High School Student Survey. 
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 A total number of 71 high school surveys were collected from the nine classrooms 

visited during this research.  Despite the added incentive to participate (raffle drawing), 

many students who received parent permission forms failed to get them signed, 

particularly among the classes at Fair View High School.  Therefore, only seven of these 

responses came from Fair View students; 19 came from Inspire students; and 45 came 

from Pleasant Valley students. The signed informed consent documents were used to 

enter participants’ names into the raffle drawing; each participant was assigned a number 

and prizes were selected using a random number generator.  These prizes were delivered 

to the teachers who distributed them to the winning participants accordingly. 

Community dog-walker surveys 

 This research is situated within a social constructivist epistemological framework, 

in which knowledge claims are built upon multiple perspectives from individuals with 

experiences relevant to the subject matter.  In order to examine a wider range of opinions 

regarding the concepts underlying my program proposal, I surveyed community members 

with firsthand experience of its primary focus—i.e. dog-walkers.  I felt that garnering 

feedback on my program idea from these community members, affiliated through dog-

walking, would assist the design of this program.  

 An ideal opportunity to recruit dog-walking community members for participation 

in my survey presented itself in the form of a local fundraising event hosted by BHS.  

The first annual “Bark in the Park” event featured a five kilometer run (5K) or a two 

kilometer walk for people with their dogs in Chico’s Lower Bidwell Park.  Afterwards, a 
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local band performed while people and their dogs were able to stay around, purchase 

coffee, juice, and bagels, sign up for one of the dog contests, peruse an array of animal-

themed informational materials, or be entertained by Disc Dogger, a team of people and 

their dogs performing tricks. 

 After my dog and I participated in the 5K, we positioned ourselves in an area with 

approximately ten picnic tables, around which groups of people and individuals ate 

breakfast, socialized, listened to the band, or simply rested with their dogs.  Targeting 

people who appeared over the age of eighteen, I approached these groups and individuals 

and asked if they would be willing to partake in a brief, paper survey about dog-walking.  

If they seemed interested, I provided them with a survey and a pen and explained that the 

survey was for my Master’s thesis research.  I also presented participants with an 

informational document explaining the purpose of my research, their rights as 

participants, and providing contact information for myself and my research supervisor.  If 

participants looked under the age of 25, I asked them if they were over 18 and, if they 

were not, I thanked them but explained that this survey was only targeting adults.  I 

remained within the general vicinity and available to answer participants' questions and 

collect surveys upon their completion. 

 While making an effort to approach and request participation from a diversity of 

people, I distributed 100 surveys and received 95 (more or less) completed surveys back 

within two hours.  These surveys were comprised of 33 questions: 23 of which were 

multiple choice; four required filling in basic demographic information; and six questions 
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asked participants to write out short-answer responses in which they could describe freely 

their opinions and input regarding the proposed volunteer program. 4   

 

                                                 
4 See Appendix E: Community Member “Bark in the Park” Survey. 



44 
 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Data gathered from interviews with animal shelter staff members, surveys given 

to high school students, and surveys distributed among community members at a Butte 

Humane Society (BHS) fundraising event yielded similar results that were largely 

supportive of this program proposal.  Interview participants were primarily in favor of the 

program idea and expressed opinions indicating that this program would produce positive 

results for all parties involved—high school students, shelter dogs, and animal shelters.  

The primary concern expressed by interviewees had to do with ensuring that volunteers 

receive thorough and proper training prior to participating in the program, and be 

adequately supervised throughout.  Levels of interest in the program were high among the 

sample of high school students surveyed.  A large majority of participants expressed 

positive associations with the experiences that would be inherent to this program, such as 

being outdoors and being physically active.  Written responses indicated that an 

opportunity to interact with dogs was highly appealing to high school students.  This 

program proposal also received wide support from a sampling of Chico community 

members, 99 percent of whom said they would be in favor of this program.  The 

anticipated pros and cons of the potential program described by these community 

members highly resembled those described by shelter staff members during interviews.    

 While the data reaffirmed and supported the kinds of benefits that I anticipated 

within this program proposal, these three data-gathering methods also elicited valuable 

feedback and insight about the potential risks and challenges that may arise within the 
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program.  This feedback highlighted the great importance of proper training for 

volunteers and the types of safety precautions that would be necessary for this program to 

be successful.  Interview and survey responses also helped identify what design elements 

would be preferable to whom, and where flexibility would be necessary.  Overall, the 

results of this research reinforced the ideals of this program proposal while also offering 

suggestions for improving the program design, and identifying where issues may arise 

and pitfalls to be avoided.  

Interview Results 

Interviews were conducted with six members of the BHS, each with a different 

role in shelter operations.  Insight from these staff members is uniquely meaningful and 

knowledgeable due to their experience working within animal shelters and their 

consequent understanding of animals’ needs and familiarity with volunteers’ experiences.  

Their feedback highlighted the prospective positive elements of this program, the 

challenges and risks that would be faced, as well as the coordination and safeguards that 

would be necessary to ensure that this volunteer program were successful.       

All of the people I interviewed were largely in favor of this program idea and 

supportive of its implementation.  However, while respondents were enthusiastic about 

the potential benefits, they were also circumspect about the precursory measures and 

some design elements of the program.  In particular, interviewees were concerned with 

ensuring that volunteer high school students would receive thorough and adequate 

training prior to working with the dogs.  All respondents emphasized the need for 
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volunteers to be well trained in appropriate dog-handling techniques, how to use of 

different types of walking tools, how to watch for and understand dogs’ body language, 

and how to circumvent and respond to emergency situations, such as fights between dogs 

or an animal getting loose. 

Shelter staff members helped identify areas where complications or challenges 

may arise within the program and gave suggestions about how to address those potential 

challenges.  Their input also offered guidance for working out logistics and 

accountability within the program.  There were varying degrees of agreement among 

interviewees’ regarding the specific design details, such as the number of dogs that 

should be walked together at once, or how many times per week would be appropriate for 

volunteers to exercise the dogs.  However, there was general concurrence on the 

overarching considerations, such as the need for strong supervision, quality training, and 

the types of characteristics that would make dogs and students suitable to participate in 

the program. 

Benefits for students 

All six interview participants fervently advocated the likelihood that this program 

would have positive, even therapeutic, influences on student volunteers’ emotional well-

being.  Two respondents referred to scientific studies that have shown positive effects 

resulting from interaction with dogs.5 Interview Participant #2 (IP2) stated succinctly, 

“You can’t be in a bad mood when you’re around a dog. It makes you feel good” (2012). 

                                                 
5 See supporting quotes 1 and 2 in Appendix A: Supporting Quotes from Interviews with 
Animal Shelter Staff Members. 



47 
 

 

Relatedly, other respondents described how teenagers, facing the emotional challenges of 

adolescence, could especially benefit from the non-judgmental, unconditionally loving 

companionship that dogs offer.6 

 Half of the interview respondents also suggested that involvement in this program 

would benefit students’ physical health.  Interview Participant #6 (IP6) discussed the 

value of dogs as activity partners and the tendency for dogs to act as motivators for 

adhering to exercise.  She explained that, when an animal depends on a person, it helps 

teach that person responsibility and compassion.7 

All six of the interview participants spoke about the likelihood that this volunteer 

program would help high school students build confidence, develop responsibility, and/or 

gain a sense of self-worth and accomplishment through their involvement.8  Four of the 

respondents also expressed the opinion that involvement in this program would teach 

participants greater empathy and compassion.  It was believed that this program could 

generate many valuable learning experiences: through the training they would receive, 

through interacting with and handling the dogs, through committing responsibility and 

consistency to a cause, through witnessing the dogs’ growth and improvement, and 

through seeing the positive influences they can have in bettering the dogs’ lives.  

A few participants pointed out that this program would offer non-pet-owners 

opportunities to develop knowledge about interacting with animals and experience the 

                                                 
6 See supporting quotes 3 and 4 in Appendix A. 
7 See supporting quote 5 in Appendix A. 
8 See supporting quotes 6 and 7 in Appendix A. 
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benefits of forming a human-animal bond.9   Many factors, such as housing choices, 

schedule conflicts, and economic constraints, can prevent someone who wants to own 

pets from being able to.  Volunteer programs such as the one proposed create 

opportunities for people, who are not otherwise able, to bond with animals, which can be 

a positive, rewarding experience for people of all ages.  Respondents also noted the 

significance of creating a positive, healthy forum for students to socialize and create 

bonds with other classmates.   

Some interview respondents believed that participation in this program would 

help high school students develop life skills that could behoove them in pursuing a 

career.  One respondent said that practicing appropriate ways of communicating and 

asserting yourself with dogs would transfer into interaction skills with other people.10  

Another participant expressed the opinion that partaking in community service activities 

that involve a schedule commitment and adhering to a set of rules can help prepare young 

people for the job world.11  Some interviewees also felt that gaining an increased 

awareness about the reality of animal shelters through their participation would be a 

beneficial learning experience for students.  It was believed that witnessing firsthand the 

effects of excessive animal breeding and what occurs when there is an abundant homeless 

pet population would help generate interest in local community issues and encourage 

responsibility in future pet ownership decisions.12 

                                                 
9 See supporting quotes 8 and 9 in Appendix A. 
10 See supporting quote 10 in Appendix A. 
11 See supporting quote 11 in Appendix A. 
12 See supporting quotes 12 and 13 in Appendix A. 
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Negative effects for students 

 When asked to identify any negative effects that may result from high school 

students being involved in this volunteer program, the primary response from interview 

participants was concern about the potential for the experience becoming traumatic if 

students grow attached to a dog that ends up not making it through the adoption program.  

Sometimes, medical or behavioral issues develop that result in an animal having to be 

euthanized, which can be emotionally taxing on volunteers who have grown accustomed 

or attached to interacting with the animal.13  One respondent also noted the potential 

hardship volunteers may experience in dealing with the conditions of the shelter, for 

example, the smell.  However, these are inherent realities of dogs living in animal 

shelters and may prove to be impactful learning experiences.  Overall, the sense among 

interviewees was that the benefits would be substantial for high school students involved 

in this program, and would far out-weigh the potential costs.14 

Benefits for shelter dogs 

 The primary benefit identified by interview respondents for shelter dogs involved 

in this program was the enrichment they would get in having their basic needs met 

through human attention, exercise, and sensory stimulation.  Several respondents 

expressed that they’ve witnessed a correlation between dogs’ exercise levels and their 

behavioral conduct.  When dogs in animal shelters do not get enough opportunities to get 

out for exercise and stimulation, they can develop “kennel stress” or “barrier aggression.”  
                                                 
13 See supporting quotes 14 and 15 in Appendix A. 
14 See supporting quote 16 in Appendix A. 
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The SPCA of Texas (2013) describes kennel stress as: “the confinement insanity that 

occurs when animals are kept in enclosures for extended periods without enough 

opportunities to exercise, think, socialize and rest.”  Kennel stress may manifest as 

increased anxiety, hyperactivity, depression, weight loss, obsessive-compulsive 

behaviors, chewing, or aggression; these types of displays can severely hinder dogs’ 

chances of being adopted.  Interviewees emphasized that exercise opportunities help 

address this problem.15 

 Additionally, it was noted that exercise opportunities are also “potty breaks” for 

shelter dogs.16  Many dogs in animal shelters arrive with some level of house-training, 

which makes it difficult for them to relieve themselves in their kennel.  Opportunities to 

get out and “go to the bathroom” help reduce some of the stress of shelter life and 

preserve existing house-manners. 

Interview respondents also spoke about the value of mentally stimulating dogs by 

exposing them to a variety of people and situations.  This exposure benefits dogs and 

increases their learning chances by giving them training opportunities and helping them 

grow comfortable interacting with different sorts of people.17  It was also emphasized that 

training opportunities for shelter dogs are valuable and advantage the animals by making 

them more adoptable.  Having some knowledge of basic commands and good leash 

manners makes shelter dogs more appealing to potential adopters.18  The learning that 

                                                 
15 See supporting quotes 17 and 18 in Appendix A. 
16 See supporting quote 19 in Appendix A. 
17 See supporting quotes 20 and 21 in Appendix A. 
18 See supporting quotes 22-24 in Appendix A. 
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takes place during training is particularly beneficial for stray dogs that have had minimal 

interaction with people and are in the process of growing to understand that dynamic.  As 

Interview Participant #3 (IP3) put it, “the volunteers help teach [the dogs] that people 

mean love, that it’s a good thing to interact with people” (2012).  

Negative effects for shelter dogs 

 Interviewees were able to come up with many more possible benefits that would 

accrue for shelter dogs involved in this program than possible negative effects.  Two 

respondents could not think of any potential negatives and two others felt that there 

would be no negatives at all, as long as high school students were properly trained.  One 

participant pointed out that program involvement could become a stressor to dogs if 

volunteers with insufficient training did not handle them correctly.19  Other potential 

negative effects would be if the dogs got loose, lost, or in a dog fight. 

 The most notable negative effect identified by interviewees was the potential 

adverse reactions the dogs may have if their involvement in the program were abruptly 

halted for some reason.  If shelter dogs became accustomed to frequent exercise and then 

lost those opportunities, it could be confusing and difficult for them to readjust.20  

Similarly, if a dog grew attached to a particular volunteer that handled them consistently 

and then the dog was adopted out or that volunteer left the program, this may cause some 

separation anxiety.21 

                                                 
19 See supporting quote 25 in Appendix A. 
20 See supporting quote 26 in Appendix A. 
21 Supporting quote 27 in Appendix A. 
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Benefits for animal shelters 

 When asked whether or not animal shelters would benefit from this volunteer 

program, many of the beneficial factors identified by interview participants actually 

described benefits to the animals, which in turn, benefit the shelter.  Respondents spoke 

about the usefulness of the program in helping staff members meet the dogs’ basic 

exercise and socialization needs.22  Respondents also indicated that participation in the 

program would be valuable for dogs by increasing their adoptability.  Opportunities for 

exercise and socialization that relieve stress and help the dogs’ burn off energy improves 

their “kennel presentation,” which makes them more appealing to potential adopters.23  

Attention was called to the fact that opportunities for dogs to get “potty breaks” benefit 

the shelter staff along with the dogs because it cuts down on the amount of clean-up and 

reduces odors in the kennels.  A volunteer program that produced happier, healthier, more 

adoptable dogs, would benefit animal shelters by lightening the workload of staff 

members and helping the dogs find homes. 

The most frequently identified benefit for animal shelters was the value of having 

a consistent group of volunteers that the shelter could rely on.24  Shelters depend on 

volunteers to help meet the dogs’ basic needs, and they devote a considerable amount of 

time and energy to training volunteers to be able help out.  Too often, people will go 

                                                 
22 Supporting quotes 28 and 29 in Appendix A. 
23 Supporting quotes 30 and 31 in Appendix A. 
24 See supporting quotes 32 and 33 in Appendix A. 
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through the volunteer training, but then rarely show up to volunteer.  The result is that 

shelter staff and shelter dogs get unpredictable levels of assistance and attention. 

 The regularity of volunteers’ interactions with the shelter dogs in this program 

could allow them to help the shelter staff by providing additional information and insight 

about the dogs.  Consistent volunteers who interact with the dogs regularly can help keep 

an eye on out for peculiar behavior or health issues and alert staff members, who may not 

notice an individual animal's problems during shelter walk-throughs.25  Furthermore, 

volunteer dog-walkers can contribute insight into dogs’ personalities and behavioral 

tendencies, which can be valuable in matching dogs with potential adopters. 

Negative effects for animal shelters 

 Although interview respondents were largely supportive of this program idea and 

enthusiastic about its potential benefits, they were also mindful about the potential strain 

coordinating such a program could have on the shelter's already limited staff power.  

While the presence and regular involvement of volunteer high school students could be 

advantageous for shelter staff and shelter animals in many ways, the increased liability of 

underage volunteers and supervision requirements could also create complications and 

added stress for staff members.  Interview participants explained that one of the reasons 

shelters rely on volunteers so heavily, is because "shelters are always overworked, 

understaffed, and underfunded" (IP2 2012), so assistance is always welcome.  However, 

there is also a concern about how capable the volunteers may be; if they are not trained 

                                                 
25 See supporting quote 34 in Appendix A. 
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properly, volunteers may actually add to the responsibilities of staff members rather than 

help relieve them. 

 A similar, related concern is that the efforts of shelter staff to train and coordinate 

volunteers in assisting with shelter duties will be wasted efforts.  Several interview 

participants suggested that negative effects could result for animal shelters if the 

volunteers did not take their responsibilities seriously.26  Interviewees indicated that 

participants should be selected carefully to involve students who are genuinely 

committed to the program’s goals.  One respondent suggested that having students sign 

some sort of contractual commitment to the program if they chose to participate could 

help avoid this potential downfall.27  This feedback is useful in that it highlights the 

importance of only involving students in this program who are truly interested in and 

committed to working with shelter dogs of their own accord, rather than merely filling 

some requirement to satisfy someone else's (such as a parent's) expectations. 

Students and dogs together 

All interview participants felt that high school students would be capable of 

handling shelter dogs on leash.  However, they stressed the importance of providing 

volunteers with proper training beforehand as well as adequate walking tools, such as 

front-clip harnesses, which are designed to turn dogs around so they're facing backwards 

if they pull too hard on the leash.  Participants were also in agreement that it would be 

safe to walk shelter dogs in a group, as long as the program was selective in which dogs 

                                                 
26 See supporting quote 35 in Appendix A. 
27 See supporting quote 36 in Appendix A. 
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were involved and, again, as long as the volunteers were properly trained and prepared to 

deal with any situations that may arise, such as altercations between dogs.  Interviewees 

stressed the importance of educating students about dog body language as part of the 

training process, so that volunteers are better prepared to anticipate the dogs' actions.28  A 

dog's body language can provide insight into its disposition and mental state; certain 

signals help indicate whether the dog is more dominant or submissive and whether the 

dog is comfortable and relaxed, or anxious and on edge.  Being able to comprehend these 

signals would also lend assistance to the process of grouping and spacing dogs 

appropriately in relation to one another, based on the dogs' temperaments. 

Interviewees differed somewhat in their views on the number of dogs that it 

would be acceptable to walk in a group together.  Two respondents felt that two or three 

dogs per group would be the limit, while another thought the number might be closer to 

ten or twelve dogs at once.  Another respondent insisted that it would mainly depend on 

the number of program supervisors present, and another felt that there would be no limit 

to the number of dogs you could have out walking together.  The general impression was 

that the number of dogs that would be appropriate to walk together in a group would 

depend on the amount of supervision and the spacing of the dog-walkers.  The “group” 

terminology leaves some room for interpretation, and it may be that some respondents 

interpreted the group as a close clustering, while others envisioned a larger group of 

students walking with dogs, spaced out over an expanse.  The program that I have 

proposed would aim to involve more than just two or three volunteers with two or three 

                                                 
28 See supporting quote 37 in Appendix A. 
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dogs.  However, two or three may be an appropriate number for how many volunteer-

with-dog pairs could walk together in a “cluster,” within a larger, carefully spaced and 

supervised group. 

Arranging volunteers and dogs into groups this size would make it easier for the 

supervisors and mentors of the program to manage the larger group.  The size of these 

clusters is large enough that many students could participate at once, but they would also 

allow for tight, focused supervision.  When asked what an appropriate supervisor-to-

student ratio would be for this program, interview responses generally indicated that 

somewhere between three and six students for every one supervisor would create a 

suitable balance between student volunteers walking with dogs and knowledgeable, adult 

overseers.  Even with well-trained students, it would be important to have supervisors 

who are familiar with dog behavior and body language, and who are also vigilant and 

capable of preventing or diffusing situations that may arise.  At the program’s start, an 

initial supervisor-to-student ratio of 1:3 would be prudent in order to ensure that the 

program provided a safe and positive experience for all participants.  This number may 

become flexible to accommodate more students per supervisor as the volunteers grew 

more familiar with handling the dogs and gained confidence through their experiences. 

When asked what characteristics would make shelter dogs suitable for 

participation in this program, the overall consensus was that dogs that tend to get along 

well with other dogs should be selected.  However, some interviewees cautioned against 
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blanket statements about dogs’ tendencies to mesh well with other dogs.29  Just like 

people, some dogs may get along very well with most other dogs, but an issue or 

altercation might arise with one particular dog, for whatever reason.  It would be the 

responsibility of the volunteers and supervisors to anticipate that reaction by interpreting 

the dogs’ signals and body language, and to intervene before a situation arose.  

Furthermore, it was mentioned that some dogs that are not typically reactive with other 

dogs could potentially become reactive in a different location, or if approached by a loose 

(unleashed) dog while they were on-leash.  These considerations point to the importance 

of having dogs undergo a thorough temperament test prior to participating in the 

program.  

Other determinants that interviewees declared would make the dogs good 

candidates for participation were: dogs that are non-fearful and willing to interact with 

people; dogs that are comfortable with a variety of stimuli—such as different sorts of 

people, sights, and sounds; and dogs that “have that basic requirement for 

exercise…those more ‘working class,’ athletic dogs…that have needs that are not getting 

met” (Interview Participant #5 [IP5] 2012).  Another interviewee stated that dogs that 

BHS has categorized as Level 1 dogs, those “that are easier to walk, not as jumpy, not as 

mouthy” (Interview Participant #4 [IP4] 2012) would be most appropriate.30  After 

adoptable dogs undergo a basic temperament test, BHS staff identifies the dogs as either 

Level 1 or Level 2 in order to designate which volunteers are allowed to handle which 

                                                 
29 See supporting quote 38 and 39 in Appendix A. 
30 See supporting quote 40 in Appendix A for full text. 
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dogs.  BHS initiates their volunteers with Level 1 dogs as they become familiar with the 

shelters’ operations, the dogs’ tendencies and behaviors, and as they gain confidence in 

their ability to manage the dogs on leash.  IP6 felt that these dogs “would probably be 

more suitable for the younger teenage volunteers who many not necessarily have the 

experience” (2012).   

Although these are all excellent suggestions that would likely enhance the safety 

and success of the program, the decision to only utilize the most well-behaved dogs 

would diminish the program’s goal of making shelter dogs more adoptable.  It may be 

essentially necessary to select dogs that are considered (on the whole) trustworthy with 

other dogs, given the group nature of the program and the inevitability of being around 

other dogs.  However, limiting participation solely to dogs that already possess leash 

manners does nothing to help the dogs that really need the extra training and interaction 

experiences to increase their chances of being adopted.  The importance of preserving the 

safety of the students as well as the dogs involved with the program cannot be overstated 

though. Therefore, it would be sensible to incorporate degrees of flexibility in 

determining which dogs may be allowed to participate.  One potential solution may be to 

have student volunteers undergo a test to determine their dog-handling capabilities, as 

part of their initial training (just as dogs must undergo temperament tests) and pair them 

with dogs according to their capabilities.  Another solution might be to mimic the BHS’s 

current shelter program, which starts volunteers off with easier dogs and allows them to 

advance to handling dogs that are more challenging as they prove their capability through 

time and experience.  Along the lines of flexibility, ways may be found to incorporate 
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some animals known to be more prone to dog-aggressiveness as well, if there were 

particularly reliable volunteers who preferred to walk dogs individually, rather than as 

part of a cluster within the group.  

Interview respondents identified two primary characteristics that they would like 

to see in high school students volunteering for this program.  The two main elements that 

interviewees felt would be necessary for students to be suitable for participation were 1) 

responsibility, and 2) a willingness to receive and follow directions.  The need for 

participating students to have a well-rounded sense of responsibility was recognized by 

all interviewees.  IP4 drew attention to the need for volunteers to be responsible enough 

to set a schedule and follow through on their commitment to the program.31  IP5 felt that 

helping volunteers understand the effects that their participation would have on the dogs’ 

well-being would help increase and instill that sense of responsibility.32   

This program could produce many benefits for animal shelters and the dogs in 

residence, but the logistics of training and coordinating the volunteers within the program 

would require valuable energy and effort on the part of the shelter's staff.  Therefore, it 

would be important to ensure that those efforts were not wasted on volunteers who 

receive the training but fail to follow through with their commitment to help exercise and 

train the dogs within the program.  For this reason, it is crucial that volunteers be 

involved in the program completely of their own motivation, and not pressured into 

participating in order to appease a parent or merely to fulfill some requirement.  IP5 

                                                 
31 See supporting quote 41 in Appendix A. 
32 See supporting quote 42 in Appendix A. 
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observed that most of the volunteers he encounters are at the shelter because they want to 

be, but that those whom he finds are somehow being forced to do it are difficult to 

motivate, which creates potential for dangerous situations--such as dog fights or loose 

animals.33  

 An ability to follow directions given to them by shelter staff and program 

supervisors is the other primary characteristic interviewees said would like student 

volunteers to possess.  Accepting and adhering to instruction and rules given to them is 

crucial to the ensured safety of all parties involved.  The rules exist to guide the 

volunteers in correct dog-handling, to protect the animals from improper treatment, and 

to guard the shelter against any adverse consequences resulting from bad or inappropriate 

interactions between their animals and volunteers.  One interview participant discussed 

how some people—although they may love dogs and are enthusiastic about 

volunteering—have some resistance to abiding by the shelter’s policies and strategies for 

dog-handling, often as a result of being dog owners themselves, and wanting to do things 

in their own way.34   

 The potential for inappropriate interactions to result from volunteers attempting to 

“correct” dogs’ behavior reflects back again on the importance of a thorough training 

process for volunteers.  When speaking of the importance of volunteers adhering to the 

shelter’s leash correction techniques, one participant pointed out that volunteers might 

                                                 
33 See supporting quote 43 in Appendix A. 
34 See supporting quote 44 in Appendix A. 
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become frustrated and resort to inappropriate or counter-productive correction methods, 

such as yanking the leash.35  

 IP3 felt that volunteers “would have to be able to just have a lot of patience and a 

lot of love” (2012).  Another felt that helping students understand the meaning of the 

rules, why they are there, and the reasoning behind them, would facilitate compliance.36  

A lot of the discussion about desirable characteristics in volunteers boils down mostly to 

initiating them with comprehensive training that instills them with the skills, tools, and 

understandings they need to contribute positively to the program. 

Logistics 

 Interview participants’ responses to addressing some of the logistical details of 

the program – such as how long or far the dogs should be walked, what time of day, how 

many times a week, and at what sort of locations – brought to light some important 

considerations concerning the design of this potential program.  These considerations 

largely focus on preserving the health and safety of the students and dogs, as well as 

creating the least amount of work and potential liability for the shelter. 

 There was not much variation among interview respondents regarding the 

distance or time that dogs and students should go together.  The general consensus was 

that, for most dogs and students, somewhere between 15 minutes and one hour of 

exercise would be an appropriate amount of time, or that one to two miles would be a 

suitable distance.  IP4 stated: "You're going to have, for instance, older dogs that will 

                                                 
35 See supporting quote 45 in Appendix A. 
36 See supporting quote 46 in Appendix A.  
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require less time, and then more energetic dogs that will require more time.  I would say, 

in general, 30 minutes is a good rule of thumb" (2012).  The ideal amount of exercise 

time will inevitably vary depending on the dogs' age, size, and physical capability, but 30 

minutes is a significant enough amount of time to be worthwhile, but not so taxing for 

most dogs or people to cause health concerns.  Each individual’s walking pace will also 

influence this exercise time, so pairing dogs and students appropriately according to their 

desired pace would be sensible.  A couple of respondents thought it would be beneficial 

to coordinate with students more accustomed to regular running, such as cross-country 

runners, to help exercise the younger, more energetic dogs at the shelter.  IP5 pointed out 

that, while some dogs "need to go burn off energy and burn off the calories to be happy" 

(2012), for many dogs, the mental and sensory stimulation of going on walks is equally 

as valuable. 

 All six interview respondents expressed that mornings would be the best time of 

day for students to exercise the dogs.  This is partly due to the weather; afternoons in 

Chico can get rather hot in the summer and fall.  During this time, the pavement becomes 

so hot outside that dogs can burn their paws, and people and dogs could become 

overheated from as much as a brisk, 30 minute walk.  Mornings are also more likely to fit 

in with the shelter's operating hours.  Most shelters, BHS included, have a cleaning 

period--which usually takes place in the morning--when the shelter is unlocked for 

cleaning but not open to the general community.  Having the dogs removed from their 

kennels and located elsewhere during this time could help make the cleaning process 

more efficient and less of a hassle for those doing the cleaning.  Furthermore, many dogs 
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living in animal shelters are house-broken and will hold it overnight.  Giving these dogs 

an opportunity to relieve themselves in the morning is both kind to the animals, and helps 

preserve desirable house-manners.  Another reason that mornings are preferable to 

afternoons is that adoptions happen almost every day from 2-6pm at BHS.  It would be 

disadvantageous to take the dogs out during this time because it would decrease their 

visibility and exposure to potential adopters.  On the contrary, it would be preferable to 

exercise the dogs prior to the adoption window, since exercise "brings good kennel 

manners.  When they're exhausted from the morning...it increases their kennel 

presentation and makes them more presentable" (Interview Participant #1 [IP1] 2012).      

 When asked how many times a week it would be appropriate for students to 

exercise the shelter dogs, five of the six interview respondents said that it would be ideal 

for the dogs to be exercised every day.37  However, most of them also acknowledged that 

coordinating such frequent visits would probably be infeasible.  For example, IP4 

responded with initial exuberance, before answering more realistically: "As many times 

as they can!...Realistically, four days a week is probably feasible" (2012).  The "more 

feasible" numbers ranged from two to five times a week.  Most participants felt that 

between two and five bouts of exercise with the students a week would be significant 

enough to have a positive impact on the dogs' well-being, while also being manageable 

for the shelter to coordinate.  While it would be wonderful for students and dogs alike to 

be united in exercise each day, two-to-five times a week seems like more of a reasonable 

                                                 
37 See supporting quotes 47-50 in Appendix A. 
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time commitment for high school students, who have other responsibilities, such as 

homework, sports, and extracurricular activities. 

 Some important points were raised amidst discussions concerning what locations 

would be suitable for walking the dogs, and whether it would be preferable to transport 

students to where the dogs are or to transport the dogs to meet the students.  When asked 

to identify some locations that it would be appropriate for students and dogs to exercise 

together, four primary sites were recommended: low-traffic residential areas, Lower 

Bidwell Park, high school tracks, and Fair Street – the road which runs alongside and 

down a ways from the shelter.   

Residential areas would offer a novel environment for the dogs, with wide streets 

that would allow the dog-walkers to be spaced out.  These areas may need to be selected 

for the amount of shade offered, depending on the time of day or time of year.  The time 

of day would likely influence the level of traffic in these areas as well, which would need 

to be taken into consideration for safety reasons.  Additionally, although two participants 

described residential areas as having a low likelihood of running into other unleashed 

dogs, there would be no way to be sure of this and the possibility of encountering 

unleashed or territorial dogs could create a potential liability.   

Lower Bidwell Park is appealing for many reasons; it is a cool, aesthetically 

pleasing area, with a creek running through it and lots of shade provided by large oak 

trees.  It has wide pavement paths that allow for plenty of spacing between dog-walkers, 

and there are trash receptacles distributed along the paths that would make disposing of 

poop-bags easy.  Additionally, Park regulations require all dogs to be on-leash.  
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Furthermore, the park is well utilized by a variety of Chico residents and shelter dogs 

walking through would gain good exposure in the community, thus increasing their 

chances of being adopted.   

High school tracks were a compelling suggestion as a good site for students to 

walk dogs.  Although there would not likely be much shade, this would be less important 

if the students and dogs met in the morning, before it got very hot.  Tracks are also 

appealing for several reasons; the primary attraction being that they are fenced and offer 

an enclosed area to operate within, which would add a degree of control for supervisors.  

This control would be especially valuable early on in the program, when the students 

were still getting used to handling the dogs and the likelihood of losing control of the 

leash would be higher.  Tracks are also appealing in that they would provide ample space 

for dog-walkers to spread out.  Tracks would also enable the students to adjust their 

walking speeds and distances according to their comfort or fitness level, while remaining 

within sight and earshot of the program supervisors.  High school tracks are also a good 

potential location for this program because they are easy for high school students to 

access.  If the students exercised dogs in the morning before school, it would be easy and 

convenient for them to go between the program and classes, without the need for 

additional transportation.  Additionally, visibility of program activities and shelter dogs 

may heighten appeal and increase interest among other students.  

Fair Street, the road that borders BHS, has perks as well as drawbacks as a 

possible location for this program.  This is the location that the shelter’s Level 2 

volunteers start off walking the dogs.  Some of the perks of this location are that it is a 
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non-through street, so it is generally a low-traffic area; the street has sidewalks and it is 

partially shaded.  The road’s proximity to the shelter is appealing because shelter staff 

would never be too far away if there were an emergency.  The nearness also eliminates 

the need to transport the dogs in a vehicle.  This location would also allow for variation in 

the time/distance students wished to walk dogs.  The distance from the shelter to the end 

of Fair Street is approximately 0.75 miles, so a walk to the end of the street and back 

would constitute a 1.5 mile walk—within the range of what was described by interview 

participants as an appropriate walking distance for the dogs.  However, for students and 

dogs desiring greater distances, there are also two side streets branching off of Fair Street 

that could be added to the walk to cover distances ranging from approximately 2.25 to 3.5 

miles. 38  The downside of this location is that the dogs are not exposed to many new 

stimuli or circumstances, and they do not gain any additional exposure out in the 

community. 

The element of transportation is a very important factor within the design of this 

program, and determines what would make an appropriate location for dogs and students 

to exercise together.  When interview participants were asked whether it would be 

preferable to transport students to the shelter or transport the dogs to the students, all six 

participants stated that transporting students to the shelter would be preferable.  When 

asked to describe the pros and cons of each scenario, responses indicated that 

coordinating the transportation of several dogs would create a considerable amount of 

                                                 
38 See Appendix B: Map of Fair Street in Chico, California. 
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hassle for shelter staff.39  In addition to requiring considerable manpower to coordinate 

the organization, loading, and unloading of all the dogs, IP5 explained that transporting 

several dogs in crates in a van would necessitate a lot of cleaning and sanitization before 

and afterwards.  He stated frankly that, “it wouldn’t be worthy my time to load up 15 

dogs every day to take them somewhere to get walked” (2012).  Two participants also 

noted that some dogs do not travel well, and that car rides can be stressful for them.  

Several participants also pointed out that there are increased liability issues with taking 

the dogs off-site, especially into public places such as parks, versus keeping them nearby 

the shelter.  However, BHS’s Level 2 volunteers are able to take dogs to approved off-

site locations, like Lower Bidwell Park.  Therefore, exercising at off-site locations is not 

completely infeasible, so long as proper permission and liability waivers were obtained 

beforehand.  

 It was also suggested that if the student volunteers had their own means of 

transport, it would likely be possible to allow them to carry their assigned dog in their car 

with them to an off-site location.  However, it was also said that having students come to 

the shelter would be an important part of the educational experience of the program.40   

Fostering an understanding about why so many dogs reside in animal shelters and 

educating students about ways to help curb animal overpopulation would certainly be a 

central goal and an important part of this program.  However, restricting the students’ 

interactions with the dogs to the shelter grounds and the nearby street for the entire 

                                                 
39 See supporting quotes  51 and 52 in Appendix A. 
40 See supporting quote 53 in Appendix A. 
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duration of the program would likely have some drawbacks.  This kind of set up would 

probably decrease the appeal of the program to prospective volunteers and possibly lead 

to a higher burn-out rate, if students could only engage with the dogs in the same place, 

the same way, all the time.  Such restrictions would also limit the potential benefits that 

shelter dogs could gain from this program.  Confining them always to one location would 

deny the dogs of new learning experiences and exposure to new situations and stimuli.41  

 The potential for being seen by potential adopters out in the community was 

mentioned by several interview participants as a significant benefit for dogs involved in 

this program.  IP5 noted that many people do not come to the shelter, for whatever 

reason, so taking the dogs out into different places in the community could expose the 

dogs to “a different customer base” (2012).  IP6 also commented on the possibility of 

utilizing the program as a way of increasing adoptions: “Ideally, when they go out, if it’s 

an adoptable animal, then they would have an adoption vest or bandana or something on 

them that signifies they’re adoptable” (2012). 

 A potential solution for mitigating the strain on the shelter’s resources, while also 

implementing safe practices, keeping students engaged, and getting dogs exposed to new 

stimuli within the community, would be to design the program with graduated levels of 

location accessibility.  One method would be to have students begin by coming to the 

shelter and practicing dog-handling techniques on-site in the socialization yard, in view 

of and with assistance from shelter staff.  The next step would be allowing students to 

walk with the dogs down part of Fair Street.  After a few sessions like this, transporting 

                                                 
41 See supporting quote 54 in Appendix A. 
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the dogs to the high school track for an enclosed exercise session may be arranged.  

Gradually, students could earn the privilege to take “field trips” to off-site locations, such 

as Lower Bidwell Park. 

Concerns and suggestions 

 The main concerns expressed by interview participants can be divided into two 

basic concerns: the unpredictability of dog behavior, and possible danger to the students 

and/or dogs resulting from inadequate training or supervision.  Voicing their concerns led 

some of the interview participants to conceptualize suggestions for designing the program 

to be safer.  Other suggestions for making the program more effective and beneficial 

focused primarily on involving different groups of people as well, from members of the 

Boys & Girls Club, to college students, to seniors in the community.  

 The most common concerns outlined by interview participants were related to dog 

behavior.  Dogs biting or scratching the students was a concern voiced by several 

participants. BHS’s policy states that any dog that breaks skin must be automatically 

quarantined for 10 days.  Oftentimes, when volunteers are bitten or scratched, it is not out 

of maliciousness but rather out of overzealousness.  Dogs may get overly excited and trip 

volunteers with the leash, or they may jump up and knock people over.  Some dogs may 

also scratch when they jump up, or get “mouthy” when they are excited.  “Mouthy” 

describes when dogs lightly nip or put their mouths on peoples’ hands but do not really 

bite them.  This type of behavior is not uncommon among dogs with very little training 

and no outlet for energy.  Helping discourage and bring these behaviors under control 



70 
 

 

would be one of the ways volunteers in this program could help shelter dogs become 

more adoptable.  

BHS does not usually put dogs that are known to bite up for adoption, but IP5 

explained that there is always a bite risk—whether it’s because the dog was picked up in 

a way that hurt it, or if someone stuck their hand in the middle of a dog fight, or if it’s a 

dog that has just gotten old and cranky.  However, an understanding of dog body 

language can usually enable a person to avoid being bitten.  For example, a dog with its 

ears back baring its teeth is giving a pretty clear indication not to approach or try to 

handle the dog.  This type of information and other instructions on preventing mishaps 

and keeping the interaction with the dogs positive would necessarily be included in the 

initial volunteer training.    

Another concern that came up was apprehension about what would happen when 

the shelter dogs encounter other, non-shelter dogs, particularly if those dogs were off 

leash.  IP4 pointed out that some dogs exhibit “reactivity on leash,” where they behave 

aggressively or act territorial when on leash.  IP6 explained that dog fights may result 

when an unfamiliar dog gets in between a dog on leash and his walker, and suggested that 

it often has to do with the leashed dog feeling defensive of the person walking him.42  

Avoiding this and other circumstances that could lead to conflict among dogs should be 

covered in the instructional training, and volunteers would be taught to take a 

preventative approach to avoiding such conflicts.  

                                                 
42 See supporting quote 55 in Appendix A for full text. 
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There was also what IP5 described as the “every day dog hazards” (2012).43  

These concerns do not necessarily reflect potential hazards that may result from the 

circumstances of this program specifically, but rather environmental factors that should 

be considered whenever dogs out are taken for walks.  Burs such as foxtails are prevalent 

around Chico and can become very dangerous to dogs’ health if they become lodged in 

their ears, noses, eyes, or paws.  Rattlesnakes are also common throughout the area and 

volunteers must be mindful of the types of hazards that may exist in the locations they 

walk dogs.  

Many of the worries expressed by interview participants reflect concern about the 

student volunteers’ ability and competence for handling situations that may come up with 

the dogs, which would depend largely on the quality and degree of training they had 

received.  One suggestion for ensuring that volunteers were prepared to handle the dogs 

the way they were expected to was to have volunteers complete a test demonstrating their 

capability.  Along similar lines, it was also suggested that the program involve a 

graduated training process, in which volunteers work their way up to greater capacities 

and more flexibility for interacting with the dogs within the activities of the program.  IP5 

felt that adding bits of mentally stimulating obedience training to the program would 

greatly benefit the shelter dogs’ mental health and adoptability as well.44  This type of 

element would work nicely within a graduated training program, giving volunteers more 

to work on as they became more capable.  

                                                 
43 See supporting quote 56 in Appendix A for full text. 
44 See supporting quote 57 in Appendix A. 
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Another suggestion for improving the program was to recruit the involvement of 

the shelter’s already established Level 2 volunteers, as mentors and possibly supervisors.   

College students volunteering for BHS through Chico State University’s CAVE 

(Community Action Volunteers in Education) program may also make good program 

supervisors.  IP6 recommended including physically capable senior community members 

in the program, possibly as mentors or group supervisors.  This interviewee thought that 

older folks would foster a greater sense of authority and respect from high school 

students than people closer in age, like college students.  She also felt that their 

involvement would be a good way of generating a sense of intergenerational community 

that would benefit both age groups.45  IP1 suggested that it might be beneficial to include 

a group like the Boys and Girls Club.  In addition to creating positive intergenerational 

connections and encouraging younger kids to get involved with animals, the Boys & 

Girls Club is often backed by a strong parental base, which could also benefit the 

volunteer program through their added involvement and support.46       

Many participants suggested that inviting troubled or “delinquent” high school 

students to participate in the program would provide a way of bolstering their self-esteem 

and giving them a constructive sense of purpose.47  This suggestion somewhat contradicts 

the characteristics interviewees said they would expect to see in students selected for 

participation in this program—responsibility, dependability, and willingness to abide by 

the rules.  However, this program may be a good way to give students another chance to 

                                                 
45 See supporting quote 58 in Appendix A. 
46 See supporting quote 59 in Appendix A. 
47 See supporting quotes 60-62 in Appendix A. 
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develop these traits.  Oftentimes, students who have academic demerits or behavioral 

misconduct must do community service as part of their recompense.  For some of these 

students, the opportunity to perform their community service by interacting with animals 

could be a strong motivator to improve their behavior.  It seems reasonable that such 

students would benefit from their involvement; however, they would need to first 

demonstrate somehow that they really wanted the chance and to be involved, and thereby 

earn the privilege to work with the dogs in the program.  IP5 felt that devising a way to 

invite homeless teenagers to participate in the volunteer program would be worthwhile, 

and went on to suggest that anyone suffering from loneliness or depression could benefit 

from being a part of this program.48 

Making it possible 

 When asked whether or not they felt their safety concerns could be addressed 

within the design of the program, all of the interview participants answered a definitive 

yes.  The dominant feeling was that an effective, thorough, and multifaceted training 

process for the high school student volunteers would be the key to the success of this 

program.  Sufficient and appropriately informed and skilled supervision was also 

identified as an essential factor for success.  An available stock of sturdy leashes and 

reliable walking tools would also be necessary.  Two forms would absolutely have to be 

signed in order for students who were minors to participate: 1) a liability waiver and 2) a 

parent permission form, which also acknowledged the liability waiver.  IP1 explained in 

                                                 
48 See supporting quote 63 in Appendix A. 
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depth that the liability form would need to outline the precise specifics of everything and 

everyone that would be involved in the program.  The liability form would need to 

include all of the program specifics; the activities that would be included in the training, 

all the possible locations that volunteers may go, exactly what sorts of persons would be 

participating, and all of the potential dangers and risks inherent to the program.  It was 

recommended that obtaining the advice of an attorney would be wise during this process.  

Although IP1 strongly emphasized the precautions and many steps that would be 

necessary to protect the shelter, its animals, and the volunteers before implementing the 

program, she was also excited about the idea of the program and supportive of its 

potential.  

High School Student Survey Results 

Participant demographics 

 A total of 71 survey participants resulted from distributing surveys among nine 

classrooms of varying sizes and grade level at three different high schools in Chico.  Of 

the seventy-one participants, 73 percent were female and 27 percent were male.  The 

majority of participants—56 percent--described themselves as “white,” while 20 percent 

identified as “mixed heritage.”  14 percent of participants identified themselves as 

Hispanic and 10 percent identified as Asian.  Freshmen students constituted the greatest 

number of survey participants at 44 percent, while 31 percent were seniors, 24 percent 

were sophomores, and only one participant was a junior in high school.   
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Perceptions of experiences within the volunteer program 

The first section of the survey was intended to gauge a sample of high school 

students’ perceptions about different experiences that would be inherent to this proposed 

volunteer program.  Survey questions asked students to rate the effect that these 

experiences have on their mental well-being and their self-confidence.  Responses for this 

section were based on a seven-point Likert scale that ranged from -3, which signified, 

“very negatively,” to 3, which signified, “very positively,” and 0 represented, “does not 

affect.”  The first set of questions asked participants to rate how their mental well-being 

is affected by various activities that would be included within the volunteer program, 

such as being outdoors in natural environments and interacting with domesticated 

animals. 

Table 1 on the following page shows the percentages of participant response 

regarding how students said their mental well-being is affected. 



76 
 

 

  

Table 1. Percentages of participant response regarding how students said their 

mental well-being is affected by activities related to the volunteer program. 

How do/does 
____ affect 

your mental 
well-being? 

Very 
negatively 

 
Negatively 

Somewhat 
negatively 

Does not 
affect 

Somewhat 
positively 

 
Positively 

Very 
positively 

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 
Natural, 
outdoor 

environments 
-- -- -- 10 % 10 % 39 % 41 % 

Physical 
activity -- 1 % 1 % 3 % 14 % 42 % 38 % 

Interacting 
with peers -- -- -- 9 % 13 % 39 % 39 % 

Interacting 
with 

domesticated 
animals. 

-- -- 1 % 11 % 14 % 31 % 42 % 

 For each aspect of the program, a compelling percentage of survey participants 

expressed that the experience has some degree of positive affect on their mental well-

being.  As shown in Table 1, for each of these experiences, approximately 40 percent of 

participants indicated that the effect is substantial enough to be described as “very 

positive.”  The cumulative percentage responses indicating some positive affect for each 

experience is as follows: 

• Natural, outdoor environments: 90 percent 

• Physical activity: 94 percent 

• Interacting with peers: 87 percent 
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The second set of questions asked students to rate how their self-confidence is 

affected by experiences related to the program, such as physical activity and volunteering 

in the community.  Table 2 below shows the percentages of participant response 

regarding how students said each experience affects their self-confidence. 

Table 2. Percentages of participant response regarding how students said their self-

confidence is affected by activities related to the volunteer program. 

How 
do/does 

____ affect 
your self-

confidence? 

Very 
negatively 

 
Negatively 

Somewhat 
negatively 

Does 
not 

affect 

Somewhat 
positively 

 
Positively 

Very 
positively 

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 

Taking part 
in group 
activities 

-- 1 % 10 % 9 % 31 % 23 % 27 % 

Physical 
activity -- -- 3 % 7 % 20 % 38 % 32 % 

Volunteering 
in your 

community 
-- -- -- 10 % 17 % 38 % 32 % 

I have not volunteered: 9 % 

 These results also indicate that most of the students surveyed believe their self-

confidence is positively affected by these experiences.  Very few participants rated the 

program experiences described in the survey as having a negative effect on their well-

being or self-confidence.  It is interesting, however, that 11 percent of respondents 

predicted that some degree of negative affect on their self-confidence would result from 

“taking part in group activities.”  This represents a considerably greater percentage of 

participants expecting to be negatively affected by an element of the program than any 

other activity described in the survey.  Still, a far greater majority of participants 

indicated that these aspects of the program positively affect their self-confidence.  The 
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following sums up the percentage of participants who expressed that these experiences 

have some degree of positive affect on their self-confidence: 

• Taking part in group activities: 81 percent 

• Physical activity: 90 percent 

• Volunteering in your community: 87 percent. 

Attitudes about community service 

The purpose of the second section of the survey was to ask participants about their 

experiences with and opinions about community service.  Many high schools in 

California require that students perform a certain number of hours of community service 

in order to graduate high school.  High schools in the Butte County School District expect 

that high school students complete 30 hours of community service by the end of their 

senior year.  One of the goals of the program I have proposed is to create appealing 

options for high school students looking to volunteer in their communities in order to 

facilitate students meeting this requirement.   

Two of the 71 survey participants did not answer the questions pertaining to 

community service.  Of the 69 participants that responded to the question, “How many 

hours of community service have you volunteered since beginning high school?”  30 

percent stated that they had not devoted any hours to community service and 26 percent 

reported having done more than 30 hours of community service, since beginning high 

school (23 percent of survey participants indicated that they had never participated in any 

community service at all).  Standpoints among the students with volunteer experience 
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were predominantly favorable towards community service and the role of non-profit 

organizations in their community.  Participants were asked to rate how much they like or 

dislike volunteering for community service; and, of the 53 participants who indicated 

having volunteered before, 85 percent expressed that they like doing community service 

to some extent.  When asked: “Has volunteering for community service been good for 

you?” 72 percent of respondents answered, “yes, I think so,” while 15 percent answered, 

“maybe yes;” the rest were unsure, but none indicated that their community service 

experience had negatively affected them.  Finally, 87 percent of survey respondents 

indicated that they viewed non-profit groups as being “important” or “very important” in 

making their town a better place to live.  Overall, these results suggest that most high 

school students view participation in community service positively and may therefore be 

receptive to such opportunities.  

Regarding high school students’ experience and interest levels in working with 

animals, 75 percent of participants reported never having volunteered for a humane 

society or animal shelter.  However, 82 percent of participants expressed some level of 

interest in volunteering to work with animals, while only 2 percent were disinterested; the 

remaining 16 percent were unsure.  Among those participants who had not yet completed 

any community service hours in high school, 76 percent were interested in volunteering 

to work with animals.  These results suggest that the opportunity to interact with animals 

in a helpful way is an appealing volunteer option for many high school students.  Guided 

opportunities to volunteer with animal shelters may encourage students who have not yet 

participated in community service to do so. 
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Perceptions about dogs 

The third section of the survey asked participants about their level of experience 

with dogs and how they think being around dogs affects people, if at all.  This section 

aimed to gauge high school students’ levels of interest in the potential program, and 

attempts to gain feedback from participants about the design of the program.  Many 

questions in the third section were designed similarly to questions the first section of the 

survey, with responses based on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from -3 to 3, where -

3 signified, “very negatively,” 0 represented, “does not affect,” and  3 signified, “very 

positively.”  There were also a few “yes” or “no” questions.  Several other questions were 

answered on a five-point Likert scale based on worded descriptions.  In these instances, 

each scale included a neutral stance, as well as four non-neutral responses, with two 

degrees (a greater and a lesser) for each opposing position.  For example, the question, 

“How comfortable would you feel walking dogs from animal shelters on leash?” included 

the answer choices: very uncomfortable; uncomfortable; I’m not sure; comfortable; and 

very comfortable. 

 Participants within this survey sample demonstrated considerable familiarity with 

dogs.  Out of the 71 participants, 86 percent either currently own dogs or live with 

someone who does.  Because there are many different reasons why people may be unable 

to own dogs even though they want to, and because people can develop meaningful 

relationships with dogs that are not their own, the question was also asked, “Have you 

ever owned dogs in the past, or been familiar with a dog in a way that was meaningful to 
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you?”  94 percent of participants answered “yes” to this question.  Only 6 percent of 

participants had never walked dogs on leash before.  In addition to being familiar with 

dogs, most participants also indicated positive associations with dogs.  92 percent of 

participants expressed a positive opinion of dogs and 72 percent selected the answer, 

“love” to answer how they feel about dogs. 

It is not surprising then, that a large majority of participants conveyed positive 

effects resulting from being around dogs.  Table 3 on the following page shows the 

percentages of participant response regarding how students feel being around dogs affects 

people and situations. 
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Table 3. Percentages of participant response regarding how students feel being 

around dogs affects people and situations. 

How does 
being around 

dogs 
affect_____? 

Very 
negatively 

 
Negatively 

Somewhat 
negatively 

Does not 
affect 

Somewhat 
positively 

 
Positively 

Very 
positively 

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 
Your 

emotional 
state 

-- -- 1 % 13 % 9 % 40 % 38 % 

Your physical 
well-being? -- -- 3 % 17 % 9 % 38 % 23 % 

Your sense of 
empathy 

(awareness of 
others’ well-

being)? 

-- -- 1 % 13 % 18 % 34 % 34 % 

Your 
awareness of 

your 
environment? 

-- -- 1 % 23 % 17 % 34 % 25 % 

How do dogs 
affect 

interactions 
among 
people? 

-- -- 1 % 6 % 16 % 28 % 49 % 

 These results show that the greater majority of participants indicated that they are 

either “positively” or “very positively” affected by being around dogs.  In comparison to 

the first section of the survey, a greater number of participants answered that being 

around dogs does not affect them, than did the percentage of participants who answered 

that their mental well-being and self-confidence are not affected by experiences related to 

the program.  Although more participants felt less affected by being around dogs than by 

other program activities, a meaningful percentage of participants still reported being 
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positively affected by them.  One participant who described herself in an open-ended 

written response as “more of a cat person,” answered that “somewhat negative” effects 

result from being around dogs.  Only one other participant felt that her physical well-

being is “somewhat negatively” affected by being around dogs, although interestingly, 

she did not indicate that being around dogs has any other negative effects.  It seems 

possible that an allergy to dogs may justify this response. 

Interest in the proposed program and design preferences 

Another set of questions asked participants about their comfort level with walking 

dogs on leash, their interest in being trained in proper dog-handling, and their interest in 

participating in a program that would allow them to walk shelter dogs.  A final question 

asked participants about their level of interest in participating in a similar, multi-

generational program that would involve high school students eventually acting as 

mentors for younger school children, whom the high school students would help train in 

dog-walking.  Table 4 on the following page depicts the percentages of participant 

response regarding their comfortability with walking dogs and their interest in being 

trained for and participating in the proposed volunteer program. 



84 
 

 

 

Table 4. Percentages of participant response regarding students’ comfortability with 

walking dogs, and interest in being involved in the proposed program. 

How confident do you 
feel in your ability to 
walk dogs on leash? 

Very 
unconfident: 

Unconfident: Not 
sure: 

Confident: Very 
Confident: 

-- -- 10 % 47 % 44 % 

How comfortable would 
you feel walking dogs 
from animal shelters on 
leash? 

Very 
uncomfortable: 

Uncomfortable: Not 
sure: 

Comfortable: Very 
comfortable: 

-- -- 20 % 45 % 35 % 

If you could volunteer to 
help exercise dogs from 
animal shelters by 
walking or jogging with 
them on leash, how 
interested would you be 
in doing this? 

Very 
uninterested: 

Uninterested: I don’t 
know: 

Interested Very 
interested: 

-- 3 % 16 % 44 % 38 % 

If you could be trained in 
proper and safe dog-
handling skills in order to 
work with shelter dogs, 
how interested would you 
be in doing this? 

Very 
uninterested: 

Uninterested: I don’t 
know: 

Interested: Very 
interested: 

-- 10 % 16 % 38 % 37 % 

If you could gain 
volunteer and leadership 
experience by helping to 
train younger kids (5th-8th 
graders) proper dog-
handling skills while 
walking shelter dogs on 
leash, how interested 
would you be in doing 
this? 

Very 
uninterested: 

Uninterested: I don’t 
know: 

Interested: Very 
interested: 

1 % 9 % 27 % 37 % 25 % 

Given the high percentage of dog ownership among participants, it makes sense 

that nine out of every ten participants expressed confidence in their ability to walk dogs 
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on leash.  Most participants (80 percent) said that they would feel either “comfortable” or 

“very comfortable” walking dogs from animal shelters on leash.  Although 20 percent of 

participants were not sure how comfortable they would be, none of them said that they 

would be uncomfortable with interacting with shelter dogs in this way.  

The results suggest that the proposed volunteer program is very appealing to high 

school students, since a high percentage of participants (82 percent) indicated interest in 

this type of volunteer opportunity.  While only three percent of participants said they 

would be uninterested in volunteering to walk shelter dogs, 10 percent said they would be 

uninterested in receiving training on how to handle dogs safely and properly, which 

would be necessary in order to participate in the program.  Still, a large majority (75 

percent) of participants expressed interest in receiving the training.  More students may 

be willing to undergo the training if it was clearly understood that training would be 

mandatory prior to participation in the program.  However, this result coincides with 

interview results that emphasize the need to only involve students who are open to 

receiving instructions.  While there was clear interest in the program involving high 

school students walking shelter dogs, participants were less sure about participating in a 

program that would include younger school children as well.  Although 10 percent 

expressed disinterest and 27 percent were unsure, a majority (65 percent) of participants 

said they would still be interested in participating in such a program.  This finding leaves 

room for future exploration of a similar program with cross-generational leadership 

aspects. 
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Survey participants were also asked about their preferences for some design 

elements of the program, for example: what time of day/week they would like the 

program to take place and whether they would rather participate as an individual or as 

part of a group activity.  Initially, the answer options offered for "time of day/week" 

were: “before school/morning,” “after school/afternoon,” “weekend,” or “no preference.”  

However, several participants circled more than one answer for this question; so the 

options “morning/weekend” and “afternoon/weekend” were included in the analysis as 

well.  Table 5 below shows the percentage of participant response for program design 

preferences: 

Table 5. Percentages of participant response regarding students' preferences for the 

design of the program. 

Preferred time 
of day/week: 

Before 
school/ 

Morning 

After 
school/ 

Afternoon 

No 
Preference Weekend 

Morning/ 

Weekend 

Afternoon/ 

Weekend 

3 % 31 % 13 % 34 % 3 % 17 % 

Preference for 
participation 
as individual 
activity or 
group activity: 

Individual 
activity 

Group 
activity 

No 
preference 

 

37 % 30 % 34 % 

 These results indicate that weekends are the favored time for high school students 

to walk shelter dogs, and that more participants would prefer the program activities to 

take place after school rather than before school.  There was not a predominant 

preference for walking dogs individually or as a group.  Participants were closely divided 

amongst the three answer options—“individual activity,” “group activity” and “no 
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preference;” however, a few more participants said they would rather participate in the 

program individually than as a group.  This was a somewhat unexpected finding.  

Opportunities for peer interaction and group learning were expected to be seen as pros of 

this potential program.  It may be that these participants would prefer the schedule 

flexibility of volunteering individually; or, it may be that the chance to interact one-on-

one with an animal and form a connection through walking alone together is a more 

appealing experience. 

 Survey participants were also asked a broad, open-ended question about what they 

thought the best and worst parts of this potential program would be, and what questions 

or concerns they would have about participating if they had the opportunity to do so.  

They were also asked to list some locations in the community they would like to go to 

walk dogs.  Sixty-six participants gave written responses.  Of these, forty-four (67 

percent) listed the primary park in Chico—Bidwell Park—as an ideal location to go to 

walk dogs.  A few participants suggested that walking the dogs somewhere nearby a 

water body would be desirable, so that the dogs could swim.  Bidwell Park, incidentally, 

has creek access.  

 Written inquiries pertaining to the time and duration of the program were most 

prevalent.  Participants were interested to know exactly how many hours of community 

service they would be able to obtain through the program.  Other common questions 

focused on the "type" of dogs that participants would be walking.  Some students wanted 

to know if the dogs they would be interacting with are "clean and safe" to be around, and 
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they wanted to know the size and energy levels of the dogs they would be working with.  

One student asked whether or not he would be partnered with one specific dog 

throughout the entire program, or if the partnering would vary each time.  Concerns about 

participating in the program were few in number.  Two participants expressed safety 

concerns about the animals having unpredictable behavior.  There was also some concern 

about being able to meet the time commitment of the program. 

 There was a variety of responses regarding what the best part of the program 

would be; some responses included getting more exercise, earning community service 

credit, and helping shelter dogs get adopted.  Getting to spend time with friends and meet 

new people through the program was also a common response.  The most prevalent 

answer was that the best part of the program would be being with the dogs; 27 percent of 

participants wrote responses indicating that getting to interact with dogs is the most 

appealing feature of the program.  Several of these responses reflected a belief that a 

special connection would develop between the volunteers and dogs.  One student wrote, 

"it would be nice to bond with the dogs;" another said the best part would be, "having a 

connection with a dog in a shelter, making a dog's day when he can go out for a walk."   

Participants had much less to say about what the worst part of the program would 

be.  While 64 percent of respondents described a “best” part of the program, only 36 

percent listed a “worst” part.  Nine percent of respondents actually wrote that they did not 

believe the program would have any negatives!  The possibilities of getting paired with a 

dog with bad behavioral problems, or accidentally losing a dog were mentioned as 
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possible "worsts" of this program.  "Cleaning up after them" was the most common 

response.  Having to go through the training was described as a “worst” by at least two 

participants as well.   

Overall, participants’ written responses to the open-ended questions reaffirmed 

the results suggested by the prior sections of the survey.  Many students stated interest in 

participating in a program like the one I have proposed and several expressed enthusiasm 

about the positivity of being able to exercise and interact with dogs.  Bidwell Park was by 

far the most preferred location where students said they would like to go to walk dogs.  

This park is highly valued by the community and it may be that the prospect of spending 

time in the park is a significant factor of appeal to students who expressed interest in this 

program. 

Lifestyle trends 

The final section of the survey requested some basic demographic information 

from participants, which was summarized in the beginning of this chapter.  Additionally, 

participants were asked how frequently they partake in certain activities, including: doing 

moderate or vigorous physical activity, spending time outdoors in "natural" 

environments, and using electronic devices for entertainment.  The purpose of these 

questions was to look for trends among high school students' lifestyles that might be 

improved through participation in this proposed volunteer program.  This program would 

create opportunities for high school students to be physically active and spend time 
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outdoors, without access to or distraction from electronic entertainment devices.  Table 6 

below shows the percentages of participant response regarding physical activity patterns: 

Table 6. Percentages of participant response regarding physical activity patterns. 

Are there 
opportunities for 
physical activity 
easily available to 
you? 

Yes No 

90 % 10 % 

About how much 
moderate or 
vigorous physical 
activity do you do 
each week? 

0-30 minutes 1-2 hours 2.5-3.5 hours More than 3.5 
hours 

9 % 25 % 14 % 52 % 

Nearly two-thirds of participants reported meeting the minimum amount of 

weekly exercise recommended for adults by the Center for Disease Control (2.5 hours).  

Furthermore, most participants felt that opportunities to be physically active are easily 

accessible.  These findings among this sample of high school students are encouraging 

because they suggest that a lack of exercise and exercise opportunities is not a prevalent 

health concern for teens in this community.  However, participation in this program 

would still be worthwhile for high school students already achieving sufficient exercise.  

My review of the literature and results from interviews with shelter staff indicate that 

increasing physical activity levels is just one of many potential benefits that high school 

students could derive from participating in this program.  Furthermore, a crosstab 

analysis of the data revealed that interest in this participating in this program was high 
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among participants of all different exercise frequency levels, as demonstrated in Table 7 

below: 

Table 7. Percentages of students, within each bracket of physical activity frequency, 

who expressed interest in the program. 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants were also asked about the frequency of their use of electronics for 

entertainment (on a daily basis) as well as the amount of time they spend outside in 

“natural” environments each week.  “Natural” environments were described as places 

such as “parks, grassy fields, near lots of trees, or near water bodies like creeks and 

ponds.”  Table 8 on the following page shows the percentage of participant response 

regarding these frequencies: 

 

Amount of moderate 
or vigorous physical 
activity each week: 

0-30 
minutes of 
exercise 

1 - 2 
hours of 
exercise 

2.5 - 3.5 hours of 
exercise 

3.5 or more hours 
of exercise 

Percentage  of 
participants within 
this physical activity 
range who expressed 
interest in 
participating in the 
program: 

      67 %      89 %          80 %            81 % 
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Table 8. Percentages of participant response regarding frequencies of time spent 

outdoors, and time spent using electronic devices for entertainment. 

Time spent in 
“natural” 
environments 
each week: 

4 hours  
or less 

5-7   
hours 

8-10 
hours 

11-13 
hours 

14-16 
hours 

17-19 
hours 

20 hours 
or more 

25 % 28 % 9 % 10 % 16 % 1 % 10 % 

Time spent 
using 
electronic 
devices for 
entertainment 
each day: 

Less than 
1 hour 

1-2 hours 3-4 hours 5-6 hours 7-8 hours 9-10 
hours 

More 
than 10 
hours 

3 % 34 % 37 % 10 % 7 % -- 10 % 

 A little over half of participants (53 percent) reported spending seven hours or 

less outside in natural environments each week—which averages out to an hour or less a 

day.  Although it is understandable that high school students may have limited leisure 

time, between classes, homework, extracurricular activities, and family commitments, it 

is still unfortunate that so many participants reported spending so little time outdoors in 

natural environments.  As discussed in Chapter 2: Review of the Literature, exposure to 

these sorts of environments can have restorative effects on people’s mental acuteness and 

reduce stress levels.  It would seem that these effects would be welcome among students, 

whose academic lifestyles tend to be busy and require committing several hours to 

focusing on reading and research materials and, often, engaging with computers and 

electronics for lengthy durations.   
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Although people often report enjoying the time they spend outdoors, prioritizing 

such activities is not always easy.  The results in Table 8 above suggest that using leisure 

time to engage with electronics is more accessible.  Seventy-one percent of participants 

reported using electronic devices for entertainment purposes between one and four hours 

each day.  Twenty-seven percent reported using electronic devices for entertainment five 

or more hours each day, with 10 percent using them 10 or more hours each day.  Overall, 

however, these results do not indicate any particularly alarming trends.  Nearly three-

quarters of participants surveyed reported using electronics for entertainment four hours a 

day or less.  This falls under the amount of daily electronics use shown in some studies to 

be correlated with lowered contentedness and higher depression symptoms (Primack, et 

al. 2009; Messias et al. 2011).  

As with exercise patterns and level of interest in the program, a cross-tab analysis 

of the data indicated that interest in participating in this program was high among 

participants of different frequencies of electronics use.  The only exception was among 

participants who spend one hour or less using electronics for entertainment, as shown in 

Table 9 below.  
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Table 9. Percentages of students, within each bracket of electronic use frequency, 

who expressed interest in the program. 

Amount of 
time spent 
using 
electronic 
devices for 
entertainment 
each day: 

1 hour  
or less 

1-2   
hours 3-4 hours 5-6 hours 7-8 hours 9-10 hours 10 hours 

or more 

Percentage of 
participants 
with this 
frequency of 
electronics use 
who expressed 
interest in 
participating in 
the program: 

0 % 83 % 77 % 86 % 100 % 

(no 
participants 

reported 
this amount 

of 
electronics 

use) 

100 % 

 Although results from the sample of high school students surveyed suggests that 

fewer students than originally anticipated are in need of more opportunities for exercise, 

they do suggest that many high school students could benefit from participation in this 

program through increased opportunities for experiencing outdoor, natural environments.  

Conjointly, participation in this program offers a healthy alternative to extensive 

engagement with electronic devices for entertainment purposes.  However, these benefits 

appear to be supplementary.  High levels of interest among students with all different 

frequencies of exercise and electronics use, as well as the enthusiasm expressed in 

responses to the open-ended question of this survey, indicate that this volunteer program 

is appealing to students primarily for other reasons.  Hand-written responses point to 

earning community service credit and getting to interact with dogs as being the most 
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desirable elements of this proposed program.  As discussed in Chapter 2: Review of the 

Literature and as indicated by shelter staff interview responses, both of these elements 

have great potential for positively impacting participating students as well.  Among the 

other potential benefits, interactions with dogs can improve mood and reduce stress 

levels, and community service experience augments college applications and job 

résumés. 

Chico Community Members Surveys 

In addition to gaining insight into the perspectives of shelter staff through 

interviews, and garnering feedback from high school students via surveys, a sample of 

Chico community members were also surveyed.  On September 29, 2012, the Butte 

Humane Society hosted, "Bark in the Park," a fundraising event involving a 5K run 

through Bidwell Park for people with their dogs.  People and their dogs could also 

participate in a shorter, 2K walk.  Afterwards, participants were given a free breakfast 

and several local businesses and nonprofits set up information booths while dog contests 

and agility performances took place, accompanied by live music.  Due to the nature of the 

event, I estimated that most people in attendance supported the Butte Humane Society 

and would be willing to give feedback on the program I am proposing.  

 My rescue dog and I ran the 5K then spent two hours attempting to recruit survey 

participants among the community members.  I approached individuals in the picnic area, 

explained the purpose of my research, and asked if they would be willing to take my 

survey.  Those who consented were given an "informed consent" document to read which 
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explained their rights as participants.  I attempted to gather my sample randomly by 

approaching as many people who sat in the picnic area as possible.  A total of 95 surveys 

were at least partially completed.   

 Table 10 on the following page shows the percentages of participant response to 

questions about dog-walking and the suitability of this program for teenagers.  
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Table 10. Percentages of participant response regarding community members' 

answers to questions about the proposed program and its suitability for teenagers. 

 
Very 
strongly 
disagree  

Strongly 
disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Strongly 
agree 

Very 
strongly 
disagree 

Dog-walking is a 
mood enhancing 
activity. 

-- -- -- 1 % 6 % 25 % 68 % 

Dog-walking is a 
physical activity 
that is adjustable 
to most people's 
fitness levels. 

-- -- -- 1 % 7 % 17 % 75 % 

Provided with 
proper training, 
teenagers are well 
suited to teach 
shelter dogs good 
on-leash behavior. 

-- 2 % 1 % 6 % 20 % 29 % 42 % 

Opportunities to 
walk and train 
shelter dogs are a 
positive way for 
teenagers to 
increase physical 
activity levels. 

-- -- -- 5 % 7 % 22 % 66 % 

Opportunities to 
walk and train 
shelter dogs are a 
positive way for 
teenagers to build 
social 
relationships. 

-- -- -- 2 % 12 % 24 % 62 % 

Opportunities to 
walk and train 
shelter dogs are a 
positive way for 
teenagers to 
volunteer in their 
communities. 

-- -- -- 2 % 4 % 15 % 78 % 
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These results show that the majority of these survey participants either strongly agreed or 

very strongly agreed with most of what this program idea is proposing. 

Participants were also asked a number of open-ended questions about the 

potential pros and cons of this program.  Participants were asked: what they thought 

would be good, and what would be bad about the program; what questions or concerns 

they might have about it; what locations they would suggest for walking dogs; and what 

they would recommend to make the program better.  One question asked: Would you be 

in favor of this program?  Only 87 participants chose to answer this question and, of 

those, 99 percent answered that they would be in favor of it, while only 1 percent was 

"not sure." 

Many of the hand-written survey responses from community members describing 

the anticipated pros and cons of the proposed program echo the benefits and potential 

negatives described by shelter staff during interviews.  Many respondents described the 

program as being a “win-win” for high school students as well as for shelter dogs.  The 

program benefit most commonly anticipated by community members was that 

involvement would create/teach a sense of responsibility among teenagers.  Participants 

frequently described the program as creating opportunities for teenagers to build their 

self-confidence, self-efficacy, and to develop a sense of compassion and empathy for 

others.  

Generating opportunities for teenagers to become involved with the community 

was another commonly described advantage of the program.  Several responses 
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highlighted the benefit of giving teenagers something constructive and positive to be 

involved with.  Increased exercise, for both students and dogs, was another commonly 

cited benefit of the program.  Many participants also noted the value of giving teenagers 

opportunities to form bonds and interact with animals.  This interaction was often 

described as being beneficial mentally, socially, and physically.  Several responses also 

pointed out the benefit of making the shelter dogs more adoptable through the human 

interaction, training, and exercise they would receive within the program.  

As with the interviewees and high school survey participants, many community 

member survey participants could not think of any negative effects that would result from 

this program.  Program participants not receiving adequate training and supervision 

throughout the program was by far the most frequently voiced concern.  Another 

common concern was that teenagers involved with the program would be apathetic or not 

take it seriously.  Some respondents expressed concern about the potential for animals to 

experience abuse at the hands of some teenagers.  There were also some safety concerns 

regarding the animals’ behavior and opinions about the need for animals to undergo 

temperament tests prior to involvement.  Obtaining funding for the program was another 

concern cited by some participants. 

As with the high school survey responses, Bidwell Park was the leading 

suggestion for a good location for volunteers to walk dogs.  “Friendly” and “suburban” 

neighborhoods were also a common suggestion.  Several participants also recommended 

the “Tree Farm” (as it is known locally), which is actually the Genetic Resource and 
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Conservation Center located on U.S. Forest Service land, about two miles from the Butte 

Humane Society on Fair Street.  Dog-owners in the community take their dogs on the 

nature trail there.  The area has no vehicle traffic, is well shaded and aesthetically 

pleasing; however, many people choose to disobey the leash laws, and off-leash dogs 

could pose a potential risk. 

Recommendations for making the program better were focused largely on 

ensuring adequate training and supervision.  It was emphasized that dedicated, adult 

mentors should be recruited for supervision.  One participant suggested that professionals 

in animal studies and young adult studies should be involved with the program.  Another 

suggested hiring experienced dog trainers to help prepare and train volunteers.  It was 

also recommended that regular, periodic evaluations of the program’s performance goals 

be implemented.  Several participants recommended that the program be well advertised 

throughout the community.  Many suggestions were similar to methods described by 

shelter staff, like outfitting participating volunteers and dogs with t-shirts and bandanas 

promoting the program and BHS. 
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CHATPER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

Overview 

My personal experiences and exploration of the literature informed my 

assumptions that the volunteer dog-walking program I have proposed for high school 

students and animal shelters would have multiple benefits for all parties involved.  My 

research methods, which included interviews with shelter staff members, and two 

separate surveys—one given to high school students, and one distributed amongst 

community members at a dog-walking event—produced results that supported my 

original assumptions.  These results indicated that student volunteers participating in this 

program could accrue benefits through physical activity, civic involvement, and animal 

interactions; shelter dogs could gain substantial benefits through increased exercise, 

socialization, and greater adoptability; and animal shelters could benefit by gaining 

volunteer resources.  Results also pointed to additional positive outcomes that may 

emerge from this volunteer program, and shed light on areas where challenges may arise.  

These research methods also produced valuable feedback for designing the program to be 

safer, more effective, and generally successful.  Feedback and input from interview 

discussions and survey results both lead me to conclude that this type of volunteer 

program is desirable to prospective participants, which would include high school 

students and animal shelter staff. Based on my analysis of these results, I also conclude 
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that implementing this program in Chico, in collaboration with BHS, would indeed be 

feasible, but not without a significant amount of effort and planning.  

Intersections and Divergences in Expectations and Results 

One of the primary goals of this program would be to create innovative 

opportunities for adolescents to increase their physical activity levels.  My review of the 

literature indicated that such opportunities would be valuable, as numbers of overweight 

and obese American youth have risen drastically in recent decades.  Dog-walking is an 

activity that is adjustable to most fitness levels, and such opportunities may be 

particularly beneficial to overweight and obese youth.  Furthermore, dogs have been 

shown to provide a sense of social support, which can assist adherence to regular 

exercise. Also, having alternative reasons to exercise—such as getting shelter dogs out of 

their kennels for a walk, or earning community service hours—can add motivation to be 

active.   

A large majority of the high school students surveyed in this research rated 

physical activity experiences as positively affecting their mental well-being and self-

confidence.  Several students also wrote responses indicating that the exercise element of 

this program make it appealing.  Two-thirds of the interview participants acknowledged 

increased physical activity as a benefit that would be inherently achieved through 

participation in this program.  One respondent noted the potential for volunteers’ 

commitment to the dogs in the program to serve as motivation for exercising consistently.  

Many surveyed community members also recognized that opportunities for engaging in 



103 
 

 

more physical activity would contribute to the value of this program.  Eighty-eight 

percent either strongly agreed, or very strongly agreed that, “opportunities to walk and 

train shelter dogs are a positive way for teenagers to increase physical activity levels.”49 

However, results from the sample of high school students surveyed did not indicate 

that motivation or opportunities for teens to be physically active are necessarily lacking 

in Chico.  To the contrary, two-thirds of the students surveyed reported achieving (or 

exceeding) the amount of weekly physical activity recommended by the CDC.  

Furthermore, 90 percent of participants felt that opportunities for physical activity are 

easily available to them.  However, interest in participating in this proposed program was 

high among participants of all fitness levels. 

The potential for high school students to obtain benefits of a psychological or 

therapeutic nature was also a driver for this program idea.  My predictions based on my 

review of the literature, as well as my own life experiences, were that enabling high 

school students to do volunteer work with shelter dogs could create a sense of social 

support for students, in addition to producing some of the benefits associated with dog 

interaction and AAA, such as reduced stress, lowered blood pressure, and mood 

improvement.  I proposed that the availability of this volunteer program would also create 

opportunities for non-dog owners to experience the benefits of human-animal 

interactions.  I also predicted that the training and skill development that would precede 

participation in the program could help students increase their self-confidence and self-

efficacy. 

                                                 
49 See Appendix E: Community Member “Bark in the Park” Survey. 
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Obtaining these and other benefits was heavily emphasized by interview participants 

as part of what would make this volunteer program worthwhile for high school students.  

Interview participants reinforced the notion that participation in this program would 

benefit students in ways such as building self-confidence, improving mood levels, and 

giving them a sense of accomplishment and self-worth.  Additionally, some interview 

respondents felt that working with shelter dogs would teach adolescents compassion and 

empathy, and help them develop a greater sense of responsibility.  Interviewees also 

expressed that volunteer opportunities such as this would help high school students 

develop life skills that could enhance their preparedness for the job world, as well as 

improve their communication and social skills.  A few interview participants observed 

that this volunteer program could benefit non-dog owners by providing opportunities to 

form human-animal bonds and learn about animal interactions and body language. 

A large majority of high school students surveyed reported that experiences 

associated with the proposed program have positive effects on their mental well-being 

and self-confidence.  Similarly, most students reported that being around dogs affects 

them in positive ways.  Ninety-two percent of participants expressed a positive opinion of 

dogs and 72 percent said that they “love” dogs.  Although students did not refer 

specifically to the aforementioned benefits associated with dog interaction, many 

participants indicated that the chance to interact and “bond” as with dogs was the most 

appealing part of this potential program.  Large majorities of participants also rated being 

around dogs as having a positive effect of their emotional state, sense of empathy, 

awareness of their environment, and interactions among people.  Several students were 
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also drawn to the social aspect of the program; “getting to spend time with friends” and 

chances to meet new people were also identified as attractive aspects of the program. 

The community members surveyed within this research also expressed that positive 

psychological benefits would result for teenagers.  Ninety-three percent of these survey 

participants either strongly agreed, or very strongly agreed with the statement: “Dog-

walking is a mood-enhancing activity.”  Participants conveyed in their written responses 

that the program would generate opportunities for teens to build self-confidence and 

develop a sense of responsibility, compassion and empathy.  Ninety-eight percent of 

participants also agreed that, “opportunities to walk and train shelter dogs are a positive 

way for teenagers to build social relationships.”50 

This program would also provide exercise and socialization opportunities for 

shelter dogs, which are invaluable to their physical and mental health as well.  My 

presumption that dogs need daily exercise to be happy and healthy was strongly 

supported by responses from interview participants.  Respondents explained that getting 

dogs out for exercise each day leads to better behavior and cuts back on “kennel stress,” 

which improves their “kennel presentation” and increases their adoptability.  Chances to 

get out of their kennels for walks also serve as “potty breaks” for shelter dogs, which can 

help preserve highly desirable housebroken manners and cut back on cleaning for shelter 

staff.  Additionally, exposing shelter dogs to new people and stimuli gives them learning 

opportunities that help them become more socially adept and comfortable with a variety 

of people and situations.  Earning a group of consistent volunteers to help shelter staff 

                                                 
50 See Appendix E: Community Member “Bark in the Park” Survey. 
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members meet resident dogs’ basic needs was identified as one of the most important 

benefits that animal shelters would gain from involvement in this program.  A 

coordinated volunteer program such as this would also have the potential to gain positive 

publicity for the shelter and draw attention from the wider community. 

Participants from both survey pools acknowledged the significance of facilitating 

exercise, socialization, and community exposure opportunities for shelter dogs.  High 

school students as well as community members recognized the potential for increasing 

shelter dogs’ well-being and improving their chances of being adopted through 

participation in this program.  Many community members characterized the program idea 

as a “win-win” for students and dogs.   

One way students and dogs could both benefit from involvement in this program 

would be through spending more time outdoors.  Interviewees stated that exposing dogs 

to different environments provides sensory stimulation for dogs, which improves their 

mental well-being.  My review of the literature revealed that humans may accrue 

psychological benefits—such as reduced tension and attention restoration—from 

exposure to natural environments.  These types of benefits may be especially desirable 

for high school students’ academic lifestyles, and participation in this program would 

facilitate students spending more time outdoors.  Over half of the students surveyed 

reported spending an average of one hour or less outside each day.  Furthermore, 27 

percent of students reported using electronic media for entertainment five or more hours 

each day.  One study found that this degree of media exposure put teens at higher risk for 

developing symptoms associated with depression (Messias, et al. 2011).  Levels of 
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interest in participating in the volunteer program were especially high among higher 

media users, which is promising, as the benefits associated with dog interaction and 

nature exposure could counterbalance feelings of anger and depression that may develop 

from an overabundance of electronic media use. 

Ensuring that volunteers received adequate training and supervision within the 

program could mitigate most of the potentially negative effects that could result from this 

program.  The primary risk for students would be if they were hurt by an interaction with 

a dog; for example, if they were bitten, scratched, or incurred a walking injury, such as 

tripping.  Similarly, the greatest risk for shelter dogs would be if they injured a volunteer.  

If a dog draws blood, whether from a bite or a scratch, that dog must be automatically 

quarantined for 10 days; this sort of incidence can harm their reputation and chances of 

being adopted as well.  Dogs pulling loose from their leashes, getting lost, or fighting 

with other dogs are other potential risks within the program.  However, these risks could 

most likely be avoided if the volunteers were well trained in proper dog-handling 

techniques and taught how to interpret dogs’ body language signals.  The presence of 

experienced, attentive supervisors, who would be available to intervene at a moment’s 

notice, would also protect against these dangers.  

One of the other aims of the program I have proposed is to create an appealing option 

for high school students to perform community service.  In addition to enhancing college 

applications and job résumés, I predicted that participating in community service 

activities could help raise awareness of local issues and promote civic involvement 

among high school students.  Interview participants echoed this view, saying that 
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volunteering at the shelter would educate students about the often harsh realities of 

animal shelters and the issue of pet overpopulation.  Participants also felt that increasing 

awareness about why animal shelters exist and are often overcrowded would lead to 

future volunteer participation, as well as conscientious and responsible pet ownership 

decisions.   

A large majority of high school students expressed interest in opportunities to earn 

community service credit through volunteering with animals, and those with volunteer 

experience related positive associations with community service in general.  Several 

community members felt that this volunteer program would present teenagers with a 

positive way of becoming productively involved in their community.  Results from high 

school surveys suggest that promoting more ways to volunteer in the community could be 

helpful for Chico teens.  Among the survey sample, 23 percent had never participated in 

any community service at all and 30 percent had not completed any since beginning high 

school.  These results are also reflective of the fact that 44 percent of survey participants 

were in their first year of high school; nonetheless, participants with volunteer experience 

expressed that doing community service had been good for them and creating more 

options for students to volunteer would most likely yield positive effects. 

Potentially negative outcomes could also result from this program if high school 

student volunteers did not take their responsibilities or commitment to the program 

seriously.  This was a primary concern among shelter staff interview participants.  Staff 

members are often overworked and underpaid as it is, and it would be a waste of their 

valuable resources if they dedicated a significant chunk of time and effort to preparing 



109 
 

 

volunteers who ended up not fulfilling their duties to the shelter.  For this reason, it would 

be important to only include students who demonstrated genuine interest in participating 

in the program.  Lackadaisical volunteers who did not take the shelter’s policies or 

guidelines for dog-interaction seriously would also pose a threat to the success of this 

program.  These rules exist for the safety of the volunteers, the dogs, and the animal 

shelter itself and a willingness to abide by the shelter’s regulations would be a must 

among volunteer participants.  Shelter staff members and surveyed community members 

both noted the potential for the animals to suffer mistreatment from volunteers, if they 

became frustrated or were not trained well enough.  Once again, this possibility 

highlights the importance of a thorough training process and adequate adult supervision 

within the program. 

There was general consensus from interview participants regarding the characteristics 

that would make high school students eligible for participation in the program.  Primarily, 

they felt that students who wished to volunteer should demonstrate responsibility to their 

commitments within the program and be receptive to direction and coaching on how to 

handle dogs appropriately, according to the shelter’s policies.  Interview participants 

were also in agreement that dogs that generally get along well with other dogs and are not 

known for being reactive would be most suited for this program.  These are shrewd 

recommendations for designing the program to be safe and successful, which is obviously 

a top priority.   

It is worth noting, however, that interview participants also expressed that delinquent 

and at-risk youth might be a niche population that could reap meaningful benefits through 
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involvement in this program.  It is unlikely that students within this population would be 

well known for demonstrating responsible behavior, and yet, many shelter staff members 

and community members alike characterized this program as presenting opportunities for 

teens to learn responsibility.  Similarly, shelter dogs that are already well-adjusted and 

comfortable interacting with lots of people and other dogs may not have as much to gain 

from this program as the more skittish, less approachable shelter dogs.  Therefore, 

although a volunteer program like the one I have described would necessarily prioritize 

the safety of all its participants, having degrees of flexibility and open-mindedness may 

ultimately improve the program overall and allow its benefits to reach a wider population.  

For example, delinquent students who wished to partake in the program could gradually 

earn their participation by performing kennel-cleaning shifts, then participating as an 

observer rather than a handler in the dog-walking activities, until they proved themselves 

responsible enough to participate as dog-walkers.  In a similar vein, dogs that have been 

known to show reactivity on leash or are prone to dog-aggressiveness could be walked by 

experienced volunteers individually at first, then tested by walking a distance from the 

group; if they are able to remain calm and stable, then they could be walked at the back 

of the group, then tested walking with one other dog, and so on.  Allowing for these 

exceptions and graduated degrees of flexibility could potentially extend the benefits of 

this program to include those who may need those benefits the most.     

Incorporating flexibility within the design of the program could also aim to address 

volunteers’ different participation preferences.  Although the group nature of this 

program was foreseen as a favorable aspect that would create opportunities for social 
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interaction among peers, more than a third of the high school students surveyed said that 

they would prefer to participate in the program individually, rather than as a group.  

Additionally, 11 percent of survey participants indicated that taking part in group 

activities has some negative effect on their self-confidence.  Many students expressed 

that the best part of this program would be getting to spend time with dogs; it may be that 

the appeal for some students lies in getting to interact with dogs on more of a one-on-one 

basis, which might allow them to feel more connected to the animals.  Still, the remaining 

two-thirds of participants surveyed would prefer to participate as a group, or had no 

preference either way.  A central goal of this program is to enable multiple high school 

students to volunteer to walk shelter dogs while abiding by BHS’s volunteer policy, 

which requires minors to be accompanied by an adult.  For this reason, participation as a 

group would be necessary for the feasibility of the program.  However, given that there 

are shelter dogs that might do better walking apart from the group, it may be possible to 

accommodate students who wished to do the same, by allowing them walk separate from 

a cluster, towards the very front or back of the group, as long as they remained within 

visual range of their supervisors. 

Feedback from interviews and high school student surveys provided important insight 

for determining logistics of the program, such as what some proper locations would be, 

what time of day would be best, and how many times a week would be appropriate for 

high school students to walk shelter dogs.  Interview participants were also asked whether 

or not they thought it would be safe to walk dogs in a group together and, if so, how 

many dogs at once.  They were also asked for their opinion on what would be a suitable 
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supervisor-to-student ratio for this walking scenario. Opinions on these logistical matters 

varied, both between and within participant groups.   

All interviewees felt that it would be safe to walk dogs in a group, as long as suitable 

dogs were selected to participate and volunteers had received adequate training.  

However, their opinions on the number of dogs that should be walked together at once 

ranged from two or three dogs at once, to 20, to no limit at all.  Regarding a good 

supervisor-to-student ratio, interview responses indicated that somewhere between three 

and six students for every one supervisor would be appropriate.  From this information, I 

deduced that having student volunteers walk their dogs in individually supervised clusters 

as part of a larger group would be a feasible method of allowing many students and dogs 

to participate, while maintaining safe conditions that would be manageable for 

supervisors.  

Although interview participants felt that shelter dogs would benefit from 

opportunities to walk with volunteers on a daily basis, they acknowledged that 

coordinating the program’s activities that frequently would be unrealistic.  Based on 

participants’ responses, it seems that a practical arrangement would be to have this 

volunteer opportunity available either two or three days a week.  This would be seldom 

enough that it did not overwhelm shelter staff or place too much demand on high schools 

students, but would offer exercise opportunities frequently enough to make a significant 

difference for shelter dogs.  Interview respondents also identified 30 minutes as an 

inclusive amount of exercise time that students with different fitness levels, and dogs of 

different ages and sizes could withstand and benefit from.    
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Interview participants recognized mornings as the most convenient time of day for 

volunteers within this program to walk shelter dogs.  BHS opens for kennel cleaning in 

the morning and it would behoove kennel cleaners to have the dogs removed during this 

process.  Mornings are also ideal for housebroken dogs that hold it overnight to get a 

“potty break.”  Additionally, BHS holds adoption hours from 2:00pm to 6:00pm, so dogs 

would not miss opportunities to be seen by potential adopters.  Mornings, however, were 

the time least favored by high school students.  Most students surveyed said they would 

prefer to walk dogs in the afternoon, after school, or on weekends.  While 

accommodating students’ schedule preferences would likely aid volunteer recruitment, 

collaborating with the animal shelter based on their needs and fitting within their 

schedule of operations would take precedence.  

If the program were conducted multiple days a week though, it may be possible to 

coordinate the times in a way that allowed for schedule flexibility.  For example, the 

program may be designed so that volunteers could walk dogs Tuesday and Thursday 

mornings at 7:00am or on Sundays at 12:00pm.  This would enable students who could 

not make it to the morning sessions to participate on the weekend, without interfering 

with adoption hours.  Arranging this kind of variation and flexibility within the schedule 

could also be helpful when recruiting people to act as program supervisors; different 

times are bound to work better for different people and having options to choose from 

could expand those opportunities.  It is also important to keep in mind that the weather in 

Chico can get very hot in the summer and fall, and pavements may become too hot for 

dogs to walk on in the afternoons during these times of the year.  These and other safety 
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considerations, such as the presence of rattlesnakes, foxtails, and other walking hazards 

may exist in some locations and must be taken into consideration when determining 

where and when to walk dogs. 

All persons questioned about possible locations noted Lower Bidwell Park as a 

somewhat ideal location for students to walk dogs.  Lower Park is centrally located 

within the city; it is well shaded and aesthetically pleasing; wide pavement paths would 

allow for ample spacing between dog-walkers; and Park regulations require dogs to be 

leashed.  Other suggested locations included low-traffic residential areas, high school 

tracks, and Fair Street—the road that runs alongside BHS.  Community members also 

recommended the Genetic Resource and Conservation Center, a.k.a. the Tree Farm as a 

possible location.  These locations each have their perks as well as drawbacks; however, 

the question of where to go demands the preliminary question: how to get there.   

On the whole, interview participants felt that it would be more agreeable to bring 

students to the animal shelter, rather than attempting to bring shelter dogs to meet the 

students.  The effort of coordinating the transportation of multiple dogs would present 

greater challenges than shelter staff would be willing to undertake on a regular basis.  

Whereas if the students came to the shelter, staff members would always be nearby to 

offer help or address situations that may arise.  Interview respondents also expressed that 

coming to the shelter would help high school students understand the realities of animal 

shelters and why pet overpopulation is an issue.  However, interviewees also pointed out 

that taking dogs to different locations could benefit them mentally by exposing them to 

new sensory stimuli.  Restricting high school students’ to walking dogs nearby the shelter 
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would likely diminish their interest and commitment to the program as well.  High school 

tracks hold some appeal in that they are easily accessed by students as well as enclosed 

areas that offer an added element of security.  However, consistently transporting 

numerous dogs to the high schools would not be an option for the shelter without 

additional support.  The option of allowing volunteers to transport dogs in their own 

vehicles (if they have them) was also discussed. BHS’s Level 2 volunteers are permitted 

to transport dogs in this way, so it seems feasible that volunteers in this program may 

work up to that possibility as well. 

 Designating appropriate locations for students and dogs to walk together and 

solving the issue of transportation, for dogs as well as students, present some of the most 

challenging considerations within the design of this program.  Once again, I would argue 

that allowing for degrees of flexibility and even a graduated process within this volunteer 

program may help navigate these challenges.  One or more preliminary training sessions 

would be mandatory for high school students to be eligible to walk shelter dogs.  

Therefore, the first few sessions may be held at the high school, which would make it 

easier for a wide pool of students who might be curious or somewhat interested in the 

program to learn more about it and decide if they want to continue.  Trainers could bring 

one or two exceptionally well behaved dogs with them for these sessions to aid their 

visual training demonstrations and maintain students’ interest. Perhaps by the third 

training session, when students had learned enough to be prepared to try handling dogs 

on their own, more dogs could be brought from the shelter to interact with and be walked 

by students in the track enclosure.  Following this session, students who chose to commit 
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to the program could continue to develop their dog-handling skills and confidence by 

walking dogs along Fair Street for several sessions.  “Field trips” to locations such as 

Lower Bidwell Park or the Tree Farm could potentially be arranged thereafter. 

Conclusions 

Based on the results produced through my research methods, I determined that the 

program I have proposed would likely produce the benefits that I predicted based on my 

review of the literature, and other benefits as well, for all parties involved.  These results 

did not indicate a strong need for devising alternative methods of physical activity for 

Chico’s adolescents; many high school students surveyed reported getting sufficient 

amounts of exercise as it is.  High school students could benefit through his program in 

many other ways, including gaining volunteer and learning experiences with animals.  

Many students expressed strong interest in program participation, indicating that the 

opportunities presented by this program are highly desirable to high school students.  

Although shelter staff members were considerate about how the program would be 

coordinated, interview participants were largely in favor of this program idea and 

recognized its beneficial potential.  In addition to the assistance the animal shelter would 

gain from volunteers through this program, staff members were also enthusiastic about 

the ways these interactions could benefit shelter dogs and increase their adoptability. 

In order for this program to be possible, it was heavily emphasized that volunteer 

participants would need to go through a fundamental training process.  This training 

should include information about how to properly handle dogs on leash, and an 
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introduction to the various kinds of walking tools that can be best used to manage 

different kinds of dogs.  Volunteers would also need to be taught how to avoid, but also 

be prepared to deal with, situations that may arise, such as aggression between dogs, or a 

dog pulling loose from the leash.  Developing an understanding of dog body language 

and how to communicate with dogs effectively would also be included within the 

volunteer training, which would help students recognize and evade problems before they 

occur.  High school students who wished to participate must demonstrate a willingness to 

absorb and abide by this training.  Interviewed shelter staff members also emphasized the 

importance of incorporating many types of instruction within this training to 

accommodate various learning styles.  Therefore, training lessons should take many 

forms so that students can get a fuller understanding of the information; education 

methods may include written materials that could be studied and memorized, visual 

demonstrations, through videos and in-person, as well as hands-on training experience.  

In addition to involving the shelter’s volunteer coordinator and animal behavior specialist 

in the training process, it would also be advisable to recruit assistance from other 

community members with dog-handling expertise, such as professional trainers or animal 

control officers.  

Adequate supervision would also be essential in order for this program to be feasible.  

Involving minors creates added liability for the animal shelter and it would be absolutely 

necessary to have knowledgeable overseers present to provide assistance and coaching, 

and to intervene if an incident arose.  These overseers could potentially include college 

students with experience volunteering for BHS through the CAVE program, existing 
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volunteers at BHS with Level 2 status, as well as parents of the participating students. 

Supervisors would necessarily need to undergo training in preparation for performing this 

role in the program as well.    

Devising inclusive methods of transportation (of either the dogs or the students) 

would likely present the greatest hurdle within the organization of this program.  

Conducting an assessment of available options, such as self-transport in personal 

vehicles, renting a bus for students, etc., would likely determine the locations that would 

be possible for volunteering students to go to walk dogs.  Assistance developing these 

methods may be sought from outside parties, whether that assistance included supplying 

funding, or vehicles for transport.  

Details regarding how frequently, what times of day, and what locations the 

program’s activities would take place would necessarily be determined by whomever was 

coordinating the program based on their conclusions from collaborating with the animal 

shelter.  All of these and other details would need to be thoroughly outlined within a 

liability waiver that all underage volunteers and their parents must sign prior to 

participation.  This liability waiver would also need to describe all aspects of involvement 

within the program and would acknowledge that BHS is free of responsibility for any of 

the risks or outcomes that may result from participating in the program, including but not 

limited to, dog bites, walking injuries, emotional trauma, etc.  

Designing the volunteer program I have described would require a significant amount 

of planning, coordination, preparation, and problem solving, in order for the program to 

succeed.  The results of my research suggest that the likelihood of success would be 



119 
 

 

enhanced by incorporating degrees of flexibility within various aspects of the program 

design.  However, the conclusions derived from my research results suggest that 

implementing this program could be feasible and that all participants—high school 

students, animal shelters, and shelter dogs—could accrue significant benefits through 

their involvement.  Furthermore, the positive effects that may result from this program 

could create ripple effects within the larger community in which this program were 

implemented, making it a valuable and worthwhile endeavor.  

Further Implications 

 This research explored the feasibility and desirability of volunteer program that 

would enable groups of underage high school students to earn community service by 

walking dogs from animal shelters and teaching them better on-leash behavior, thus 

improving their adoptability and assisting animal shelters and their staff.  My research 

methods were focused on determining the feasibility and desirability of implementing 

this program in the town of Chico, California, in collaboration with the primary animal 

shelter there, the Butte Humane Society.  The results of this research indicate that, with 

some effort, this type of volunteer program would indeed be feasible, and is definitely 

desirable among high school students and the animal shelter in this specific town.  

However, given the complexity that would be inherent to managing this program for high 

school students, a multi-generational program that involved even younger students, 

whom the high school students could help train, would be less feasible. 
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 Although this research exploration was centered on one town in particular, the 

findings within this research regarding the potential benefits that could amount for high 

school students, shelter dogs, and animal shelters through their involvement in this type 

of program could be generalized to other populations as well.  Shelter dogs across the 

country face similar circumstances and animal shelters experience similar demands, and 

assistance meeting those demands and mitigating those circumstances for shelter dogs 

could be valuable just about anywhere.  In the same way, there are adolescents in every 

town in America, many of whom struggle with overweight and obesity that would benefit 

from positive forms of physical activity.  Promoting physical activities that encourage 

young people to spend more time outdoors in natural environments could guide them to 

means of acquiring psychological benefits that can help alleviate some of the stresses of 

adolescence.  Creating appealing opportunities for community service could generate 

higher levels of civic involvement, which benefits youth as well as communities.  Such 

opportunities can facilitate the development of social capital and help raise awareness of 

local issues.  

 These are improvements that could benefit all communities.  Indeed, there are 

likely adolescents in many communities besides Chico for whom the benefits of this type 

of program could mean significantly more.  For example, opportunities for positive 

interactions with peers and animals, increased physical activity, and nature exposure may 

be more valuable and do more to ameliorate life’s stresses for adolescents living in 

densely populated urban environments.  Conversely, this type of program would probably 
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mean significantly less to adolescents growing up in very rural areas, for whom nature 

exposure and interaction with animals may occur fairly frequently.  

The value and design specifics of this type of volunteer program would vary with 

each community.  Some animal shelters in wealthier areas may have ample funding and 

staffing power to coordinate this type of volunteer program with ease, while others in less 

privileged areas may struggle to sustain any sort of volunteer program at all.  Any 

implementation of this type of volunteer program would necessarily be catered to the 

needs and capabilities of the animal shelter(s) it was working with.  However, the 

fundamental intentions of the program and the benefits it would produce would likely 

correlate across the board. 

Limitations 

 The small number of participants that were successfully recruited for participation 

in interviews and high school surveys limit this research.  The shelter staff members 

interviewed for this research constituted approximately half of BHS’s paid staff, and 

included all persons with expertise related to the shelter dogs; still, their number only 

amounted to six.  Despite numerous attempts to contact staff members from other animal 

shelters in the greater Chico area, I was unable to recruit any additional interview 

participants.  Although this results in a somewhat narrow selection of perspectives 

representing shelter staff members, the level of concurrence among participant responses 

suggests that their views may be representative of much of that population.  Furthermore, 
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the exploration of this research targets BHS specifically, so feedback from this group of 

staff members is uniquely valuable. 

 This research exploration was also limited by the relatively small number of high 

school students that could be surveyed.  My research goal aimed to include students from 

all four of the high schools in Chico, but permission was only obtained to recruit from 

three of them.  One of the two larger schools declined participation.  Permission to 

attempt to recruit participants was granted for a total of nine classrooms within the three 

schools, with student numbers ranging from eight to 35 students per class.  Access to this 

many students presented a wide range of potential participants; however, the necessary 

step of obtaining parental consent via a signed permission form severely restricted the 

number of students who were able to participate in the survey.  The promise of being 

entered into a raffle prize drawing was intended to add incentive for students to obtain 

parent signatures and permission forms were distributed two weeks prior to giving the 

survey.  Despite these measures, only 71 high school students participated in the survey.  

Although this is hardly a representative sample, the results and written feedback obtained 

from these students offered some insight into trending preferences and interest levels. 

 One goal of this research was to devise alternative exercise methods in order to 

increase physical activity levels among overweight or obese adolescents.  A limitation 

within this research is the unusual fitness level of the sample of high school students, 

two-thirds of who already meet or exceed the CDC's physical activity recommendations.  

Although interest levels in program participation were high among all activity levels 

within this sample, it cannot be determined that this program would appeal to a wider 
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audience of heavier adolescents.  A further pursuit of this program then, would be to find 

ways of encouraging and recruiting participation from students who could benefit the 

most from it.   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Supporting Quotes from Interviews with Shelter Staff Members 

1) "Lots of studies out there talk about how it affects the rhythm of your body; it 
makes you happier, healthier, live longer” (Interview Participant #1[IP1] 2012). 

2) "It's been proven that just petting the animal is relaxing thing for both the person 
and the dog, which is really cool actually” (Interview Participant #6 [IP6] 2012). 

3) “One of the beautiful things about animals is they're not going to judge you. They 
don't live in the past or future, they're just in the present, so they're not going to 
judge you. They're always just reacting to what you're doing in the present. So, I 
think you could create a friend that way and not feel all alone, and I think that's a 
big thing for teenagers… Teenage years can be one of the roughest times in life. 
You go through all these changes--there's all the social pressure, there's pressure 
from the outside world--and having a place or a companion or something to go to 
where you can escape those feelings is really important” (Interview Participant #5 
[IP5] 2012). 

4) “It allows them to just be themselves and give out and love, and they don't have to 
worry about who they are, what they do, what they look like; the dogs just want 
affection; they just want attention”(Interview Participant #3 [IP3] 2012). 

5) “Exercise often gets overlooked as a main component of people's lives as well as 
animals' lives, so doing it together is the best way to make sure it happens. And 
then again, having a dog partner, they will push you to go further. That's another 
thing, even if you're tired or you don't feel like it, the animal is depending on you. 
So, it really helps teach responsibility, as well as compassion, in trying to gauge 
the animal’s needs as well as your own” (IP6 2012). 

6) “I think that usually when volunteers, are helping animals they get a real sense of 
self-worth, because they're doing something that makes them feel better. They can 
see change in the animal, they're doing something that's really selfless” (IP5 
2012). 

7) “I think that the responsibility aspect of it, especially with behavioral training, 
which is so necessary for a lot of shelter dogs. So many of them aren't here 
because they did anything wrong, they just need more training, to learn a little 
more. I think that's something that would give teenagers a great sense of 
accomplishment and satisfaction and self-esteem to know that they are directly 
impacting an animal's life and they can actually see the results of ongoing practice 
with the dog” (IP6 2012). 

8) “There are a lot of people, based on economic circumstances, who can’t afford or 
don’t have the place to have a pet. So, giving kids, students, adults, people, an 
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opportunity to interact with animals would make a huge difference in the effect 
that could have on their lives” (IP1 2012). 

9) “There are probably a lot of children and teenagers out there that have never 
experienced human-dog relationships. Here is a chance for young people to 
interact with dogs but they don't have to have a dog at home. So they can come in 
here, they can sit with the dogs, they can brush the dogs, they can take care of the 
dogs, but there's not the responsibility of having the dog at home. You know, 
maybe they live in a place where they're not able to have a dog. Maybe they live 
in a place they can't have one, maybe their parents won't let them have one, their 
busy lifestyle won't let them have one” (IP3 2012). 

10) “There's just all kinds of things you can learn when you're training a dog, That 
students can learn, you know responsibility and how to speak to other people, you 
know just how it relates to living and you have to know how to get somebody's 
attention and be somewhat assertive and just how to handle themselves with other 
people and I think training would build confidence in a lot of people who might 
just not have it”(Interview Participant #2 [IP2] 2012). 

11) “I think community service in general is something that's really beneficial for 
teenagers; it gets them out there, it gets them more experience. It's almost like 
pre-job experience. They're sticking to a schedule, they're coming in here and 
have requirements set before them so it gets them used to following all these 
rules. Basically, it's like having a job; they're just not getting paid for it” (IP4 
2012). 

12) “Here, they get to see what happens when there's just too many animals out there. 
And it's heartbreaking. So, I think it really opens up a place in some of these 
young people's hearts, to say ‘wow, this is—’ (Breaks off, choked up.) Sorry, I'm a 
little passionate about my job…This is where they should get animals. This is 
what they should do, instead of breeding animals, or getting a big fancy animal. 
So, yeah, I do think it's important” (Interview Participant #3 [IP3] 2012). 

13) "I think it's just best to have the students come to the shelter as part of their 
experience. To know what the shelters are like, if we can reach people who are 
younger, especially, they're going to be growing up and having kids of their own--
to become aware of why there are shelters and what causes animal 
overpopulation, and how to battle it. Why it's important to rescue, why it's good to 
be smart about breeders; if you are going to select from a breeder, what kind of 
standards you want to be looking for from breeders. Basically, population 
management. It's a human-made problem; these dogs don't just come out of 
nowhere. Just like the dumps or what not, just too many people creating too much 
of something and not managing it properly, is why we're here” (IP5 2012). 

14) “Sometimes if the dog doesn't make it all the way through the adoption program; 
that can be really hard for them. If they developed some sort of medical or 
behavioral issue that causes them to be euthanized” (IP4 2012). 

15) "Even dogs who are up for adoption can start exhibiting behaviors that can make 
them potentials for euthanasia--it's pretty darn rare--but we don't always know the 
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dogs 100 percent when we put them up. So, every once and a while there's 
someone who's really attached to an animal and it either gets really sick and we 
have to put it down to ease it's suffering--and that can be a really traumatic 
experience for volunteers” (IP5 2012). 

16) "It can be an emotional roller coaster to go through a journey with a pet and then 
not be able to adopt them. Some adopters who go through our training program as 
well as students who do volunteer work say that it’s sad for them to see the dog 
they work with here day after day. So, I think there could be some emotional 
strain, but I think the benefits far outweigh any of those potential 'negatives.'  I 
don't really want to call them negatives, it’s just part of the experience of dog 
shelters" (IP1 2012).  

17) “I think probably 75 percent of animal behavior issues that we see are all related 
to exercise and a lack of stimulation, a lack of just meeting the basic requirements 
of that dog. That's how you keep dogs mentally stable, is by stimulating them, by 
giving them lots of exercise, usually the more exercise the better for most of these 
animals…You'll see dramatic changes just between when you take them and 
exercise them and then you bring them back in--you'll see a total change” (IP5 
2012). 

18) “It would help to relieve kennel stress. That's a huge one. It'll cause behavioral 
problems that weren't there or maybe were slightly there, they'll increase if they're 
not getting proper exercise and stimulation and so that makes it very valuable for 
shelter dogs” (IP6 2012). 

19) “A lot of dogs who come into shelters are house trained or at least partially house 
trained and they really need that daily outlet to get out” (IP6 2012). 

20) “In order for dogs to be happy and healthy, they need to be around a variety of 
stimuli. They would get that through the training program, they'd be walking in 
different areas, they'd get hands-on training: sit, lay down, stay. These are things 
that make them more adoptable… The interactions across the board with a variety 
of people makes a huge difference. Sometimes there are dogs that come in with 
certain fears of, say men; so having them interact with a bunch of different guys 
influences their ability to go home and not be frightened of every guy they meet” 
(IP1 2012). 

21) “Yeah, they're getting exposed to things they're not going to get in the shelter and 
the more things they can be exposed to and socialized around, I think the more 
stable and better off they are” (IP2 2012). 

22) “When people come in they look for dogs that know these behaviors already, so 
they go home with a dog they're proud of and knows these commands already” 
(IP1 2012). 

23) "They can help make the dogs a better citizen of this society and also more 
training to make them more adoptable.  A lot of our dogs are strays, so they don't 
have a lot of training to know how to walk on leash, they don't know how to play 
ball or interact with people.  It just makes them that much more adoptable” (IP3 
2012). 
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24) “If there's a training element added to it, leash-manners is by far the biggest issue 
usually, so with consistent training, it greatly increases their adoptability. To be 
able to take them out to a prospective adopter and they know how to walk or even 
run with you, to be able to tell someone "this dog is a great jogging partner," 
immediately you have a group of people who are going to be more interested in 
that animal because they are looking for a running partner and they know that this 
dog will take to it” (IP6 2012). 

25) “One would be if the volunteers were not properly trained in such a way that it 
became a stressor to the animal, if they were not being handled correctly” (IP6 
2012). 

26) “I think that the only danger would be if it was going, going with a group and 
then it all of the sudden stopped. I could see that being potentially hard for an 
animal: getting used to getting exercised and then not getting it” (IP5 2012). 

27) “Dogs can get attached to people as well, so if you're going to have one person 
consistently handling it can potentially cause a little separation anxiety” (IP6 
2012). 

28) “As staff members, it's really hard for us to see these dogs that just don't get what 
they need here; and having another set of volunteers that can come in and take 
them out would really help take that load off our shoulders” (IP4 2012). 

29) “A lot of our dogs don't even get out every single day. It's based on volunteers 
being able to come in. So, those dogs would always have that interaction, that 
social ability, that enrichment, that helps them be happy and healthy until they 
find their forever homes” (IP1 2012). 

30) “It's going to increase adoptions; better behaved dogs show better. So it reduces 
anxiety in there, it makes the dogs more adoptable because they have better 
presentation and they're happier, healthier animals – easier to adopt out” (IP5 
2012). 

31) “Having dogs that are more stimulated and healthy are going to make our 
adoption rates go up, because we're going to have dogs that look a lot more 
appealing to people because they're not super stressed out and kind of freaking out 
at their kennels” (IP4 2012). 

32) “Shelters always, always need more volunteers. So, to have a consistent and 
trained core of volunteers who are focusing on that particular task; something 
where there's a group leader and an advisor overseeing their interactions every 
time, I mean, that's a huge relief to shelter staff to know that they can rely on a 
group of people, if it's a consistently run program” (IP6 2012). 

33) “Animal shelters are always looking for consistent volunteers who aren't just 
going to go through one day and then be gone. But if those were going through a 
program that they were going to be here for upwards of 6 weeks... I think there's a 
consistency factor that we often miss, so having volunteers that you know you can 
rely on...those volunteers going through the program would make a huge 
difference” (IP1 2012). 
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34) “They kind of help us keep an eye on the health of the animals. They notice if the 
animal has a cut, a limp, a sore, diarrhea, anything that's going on that we may 
miss in a quick passing through their kennels” (IP3 2012). 

35) “I deal a lot with of students that are volunteers and they're not always the most 
responsible. Some are really great but others are: 'Oh, I'm just doing it because my 
parents tell me I have to do something.' You know? And they don't take it as 
seriously and they're not as responsible.  I think you would definitely need a very 
good review process; a screening process to pick the right people that are not 
going make it, you know, difficult on you. You don't want to spend more time 
dealing with one student and take away from the other students, or from the 
animals” (IP2 2012). 

36) “I think as long as the students took the program seriously. Maybe if there were 
some kind of contract, even just students who say, 'I will be part of this program 
from then 'til then'" (IP1 2012). 

37) “I don’t think it’s really dangerous; you’ve just got to be smart, and you’ve got to 
know what to look for. People have to know what signs to look for: freezes, eyes 
going big, hackles up, high tails, dominant behavior. Don’t mix two dominant 
dogs together; it’s not going to go well all the time” (IP5 2012).  

38) "I always describe dogs to people just like we interact with each other. I mean, I 
wouldn't say that I'm an aggressive person, but does that mean I'm going to get 
along with 100 percent of people I meet and not butt heads with them sometimes, 
and not get in arguments? No. I mean, dogs are the same way. They can get along 
with 5 out of 6 dogs, and that sixth dog, it just doesn't work out. And that doesn't 
mean that they're aggressive and they want to hurt each other, it just means that 
you need to separate them. So, I think it's good to have someone who's observed 
animal behavior and animal body language, to just be a supervisor.  But, in 
general, when dogs are getting walked and they have other stimuli, besides just 
seeing each other, then they usually do okay" (IP5 2012). 

39) "Dogs that are good with every single dog are low on the totem poll of what 
you're going to find. Everybody thinks a dog's going to be a lab that loves 
everybody; just like people, dogs don't love every dog they meet. So you run into 
a lot of incidences where they're good across the board with 80 percent but 
there're those 2 dogs they don't get along with" (IP1 2012).  

40) "Level 1 dogs are dogs that are easier to walk, they're not as jumpy, not as 
mouthy. So those would probably be more suitable for the younger teenage 
volunteers who many not necessarily have the experience. But we try to give our 
volunteers as much training as we can, so that they are more able to walk the dogs 
that are a little bit harder. But I think probably the Level 1 dogs that are a little bit 
calmer, a little bit easier to walk on leash. They don't pull as strongly on leash, 
that kind of thing" (IP4 2012). 

41) “We definitely would need someone who was responsible enough to come in 
when they're scheduled to; proactive enough to set a schedule ahead of time and 
stick to it; someone who was dedicated enough to want to work with these dogs 
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on a regular basis, and willing and able to follow the rules. And also someone 
who likes dogs” (IP4 2012). 

42) "They need to have a sense of responsibility and need to be made aware of how 
important this actually is. Not just like, 'go walk this dog.' But more: 'by walking 
this dog, these are the benefits that the dog is getting. These are all the things 
you're providing for this animal that it's not getting. This is how important you 
are. Your role is super important here for this animal's well-being'" (IP5 2012).   

43) "They have to have some sort of motivation to be doing what they're doing. 
Otherwise, they just don't take it seriously. And, especially with dogs, and any job 
where there's a form of potential hazard, if someone's not motivated and isn't 
trying, then the potential for a dog getting loose, or for them to not be paying 
attention and forget to latch a gate, and have a potential dog fight is higher if 
they're just sort of going through the motions" (IP5 2012). 

44) “I get that a lot here, like: ‘Well, they said this…but I have a dog at home, and I 
know, and I don’t have to listen to them.’ But you have to realize, our dogs in 
shelters are not going to behave the same way that your dogs at home are going to 
behave. It’s an unnatural environment. It’s a stressful environment. It’s just not 
the same.  You may have heard this and that may be the way you do it, but this is 
the way we do it and so we want you to follow our instructions and our guidelines 
and our safety, and to be committed to that. Because we don’t want them to get 
hurt, and we don’t want the animals hurt” (IP2 2012). 

45) “You don’t want yanking or anything like that, because people will get frustrated. 
So, you’d want to go over the language to use, the commands to use, what is an 
appropriate correction versus an inappropriate correction” (IP6 2012). 

46) "Having them understand these rules, and why we have these rules. Rules or 
guidelines, whatever you want to call them; why they're there. Why don't you to 
take the dog to Upper Park and let it off leash? Because it's just more risky and we 
don't want to have to take any more risks than we have to" (IP5 2012).  

47) "Every day. I think most dogs need it every day. 3-5 times...yeah, I think, most 
dogs when I send them home, I tell people, 'You need to walk this dog twice a day 
for the most part.' Or people who have athletic dogs, you need to either go cut 
them loose, or take them jogging every day, if you don't want these certain 
behavioral things to start popping up and becoming issues.  But I think every day, 
at least a walk is just really good for their mental health, and their physical health 
too” (IP5 2012). 

48) "It would be every day. I mean, not every student has to come every day. But it 
would be great to have volunteers---it's great to have volunteers come everyday. 
We don't have many volunteers here during the day, maybe only one or two. So 
the dogs don't get as socialized, it depends on what level they're at" (IP3 2012). 

49) "Well, heck, I would love to see it everyday. But I don't know, logistically, how 
possible that is...They probably don't need to go for that walk--I mean, they would 
like to go for that walk every day--but even if it was, you know, twice a week, 
that would help break up the week for them pretty well" (IP6 2012). 
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50) "If you kind of had the program where you could kind of do two or three times a 
week that would be great. I mean, for the dog's sake, every single day, but that 
would probably be more than anybody could really do" (IP2 2012). 

51) "It would be nice to get the students here because we're not having to worry about 
crating up the dogs, putting them in the van, and taking them somewhere. It puts 
more of the responsibility on their shoulders to get here, which is going to help us 
weed out people who are not as committed to the program. The downside is that it 
limits where they can take the dogs. That would be the upside to transporting the 
dogs to the students, is we can pick the locations" (IP4 2012). 

52)  "Transporting animals I think stresses them out. It doesn't really stress people out 
to get transported. But some dogs are just so foreign to cars, it'll stress them out.  
It's a lot of cleaning and sanitization for shelter staff" (IP5 2012).  

53) “I think it’s just best to have the students come to the shelter as part of their 
experience. To know what the shelters are like. If we can reach people who are 
younger…to become aware of why there are shelters and what causes animal 
overpopulation, and how to battle it. Why it’s important to rescue; why it’s good 
to be smart about breeders; if you are going to select from a breeder, what kind of 
standards you want to look for. Basically, population management. It’s a human-
made problem; these dogs don’t just come out of nowhere…Just too many people 
creating too much of something and not managing it properly, is why we’re here. 
So, I think it’s important to get them into the shelter” (IP5 2012). 

54) “The ideals with being off-site are: new stimuli, new situations, new smells, new 
textures. That’s a total pro for off-site. That’s why I take a lot of animals off-site. 
I’ll even take them to the mall; a lot of them have never been on tile floors even, 
and they’ll sit there trembling with their feet splaying out…So having different 
types of textures, smells, all of those things…Then you would also get more 
people seeing dogs” (IP1 2012). 

55) "Almost every time I see dogs on leash somewhere not reacting well to each other 
out in public, it's because people...You've got the dog on leash, and somebody 
else has a dog, and that dog comes up and wants to check you out, gets in between 
you and your dog on leash. Your dog is like "no, that's mine." Because that's a 
possession thing, this dog is moving in and they don't like that. That causes so 
many issues and people just don't-- you know, that's a really important thing.  
With that many dogs...Not allowing dogs to get in between you and the dog you 
have, because that will cause issues. Body language, yeah" (IP6 2012). 

56) "I mean, there are just normal, everyday dog hazards. Like, people take our dogs 
down to Lower Park, and before they take them I go, 'okay, you know about 
foxtails, right? Don't let the dog put its head in a bushel of foxtails.' I'll see them 
in an hour and they'll be like, 'the dog is sneezing and there's blood coming out of 
its nose...'   
 So, there's just the general well-being kind of stuff. I've had to let people 
know that some of these dogs, for their first run, don't overrun them. Some dogs 
will just work themselves to death. Or they'll work so hard that they'll get blisters 
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on their paws. I had this one guy who adopted a dog who was an avid runner and 
he wants to run 10 miles a day, and I had to tell him, 'Okay, that's awesome. Just 
remember: the dog has never run 10 miles before. So, just like if you were 
training, you need to train your dog. Take it for a 3-mile run, drop it off, then 
finish your run. Build up its endurance, build up its paws, you know, 'cause if you 
have a dog with blisters, it can't go anywhere.'  
 So, I think there's all that kind of general stuff; just for general animal 
knowledge. Try to keep them away from rattlesnakes. Rattlesnakes are another 
big thing, if people are taking dogs to Upper Park, they need to be aware of what 
rattlesnakes can do, not let the dogs off leash.  
 Why we have kind of stipulations in place, to keep the dogs safe. So I 
think there's a multitude of that kind of stuff. But that's also a case-by-case kind of 
thing that you'd be letting people know. Like, if a dog has a bum-leg, but really 
needs exercise, you probably want to do to this kind of exercise with it or don't 
over-work it, or... Every dog is a little different. I see a lot of stuff like that, but 
otherwise, no, I don't see any real dangers" (IP5 2012). 

57) "I think if you worked in an aspect of the mental stimulation, it would be 
beneficial. That's just a whole other new thing though. Like, if you're walking 
them, you might as well stop and train them to walk better on leash, I think that's 
an important part of it. Or doing any kind of obedience training while you have a 
dog out. And it's even as simple as, you go to get a dog out of its cage, and it's 
jumping all over the cage, don't go in there with the dog. Wait 'til the dog is 
sitting, or if the dog stops jumping on it say, 'good dog,' give it a treat. Wait until 
it's calm, and not in that state. That right there is just mental conditioning for the 
animal. And what it conditions them to do, is when people come see it for 
adoption it's not like, 'Hi! Oh my god! Hi! I'm a crazy dog! Get me out of here!' 
It's more just better kennel presentation" (IP5 2012).  

58) "Seniors would also be a great one. Seniors, I think, would be great mentors. I 
think you could develop certain seniors to um--you know, the really physically 
able, really interested in dog handling--to be those leaders, which would be 
awesome, I think. Especially, because, we really try to push the health benefits of 
it for it for seniors, and the companion benefits for seniors.  And it would give 
them some satisfaction, I'm sure, to be involved and to help educate the younger 
contingent on how to properly take care of your dog. Also, that might work better 
than young, student leaders, because when you have an older person, there's a 
general sense of authority that goes along with it, that will probably further 
improve the process, or the effectiveness of it" (IP6 2012). 

59) "I always like Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts. I don't know if that's too young or if 
they have a teenage division. Because then you have parents that are engaged, 
that's part of their service, part of their mentality. You might get people going 
above and beyond, adding their own elements of, say, 'we want to do a donation 
drive too, and get supplies during this experience.' And they're a group, plus they 
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have group meetings, a group location to do trainings, their own liability" (IP1 
2012).  

60) "I think that, as far as the people, the young kids, I think it would be the at-risk 
kids. Because it would teach them--there's probably a lot of at-risk kids that 
maybe come from a somewhat hostile household, that are a little rough around the 
edges, so they don't really know how to give love, how to get unconditional love. 
So, this would be a program where the dogs and the kids could benefit. Because 
you know, dogs give unconditional love and the kids...some of them just don't get 
that at home. And, you know, it makes them a better person; because society 
shows that if they come from sort of a hostile household, that's just what they 
carry on throughout their life" (IP3 2012).  

61) Maybe like...delinquents? I don't know what the term for that is...Yeah, because I 
think it would give them more of a sense of purpose; something that they are good 
for" (IP4 2012). 

62) "I mean I don't know, if you reach out into the detention-type facilities I think 
they'd benefit from it, especially if they have anger issues and things like that. 
And they really do learn that unconditional love and empathy and how to treat 
people with respect. I just think dogs can teach us so much. They don't hold a 
grudge, and it is what it is" (IP2 2012).  

63) "Yeah, I think--I forget what it's called--I think it's like homeless teens. There's 
one downtown, I just forget the name of it. But it's kind of like, you know, for 
kids that have lost their parents, or something has happened and they're going 
through rough times, and they need almost like a support group. It's almost even 
like pet therapy, I think that could be really beneficial for any groups of people 
that are going through rough times, to get out and to help something else, really 
can make stuff better.  
 That's something I think about, any kind of group like that. I think that 
animals can be really healing to people. Like we were talking about in the 
beginning, so I think anyone who is kind of struggling with issues of loneliness or 
depression might benefit from doing some kind of activity with animals and 
helping animals and doing stuff like that. And also I think exercise is a big one. I 
think something they recommend for depression is exercise, and that kind of stuff 
can help out--getting your stimulation going" (IP5 2012). 
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Appendix B: Map of Fair Street in Chico, California51 

Street view: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Satellite view: 

                                                 
51 “Butte Humane Society - Dog Adoption Center, Fair Street, Chico, CA.” Retrieved 
April 22, 2013 (https://maps.google.com/). 

A: Butte 
Humane 
Society 

A: Butte 
Humane 
Society 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions for Animal Shelter Staff Members 

1a) Do you feel that people experience benefits from interacting with dogs? 

(If “yes:”) 1b) Could you please describe what some of those benefits might be? 

 

2a) Do you think some of the benefits from dog interaction could be obtained through a 

program like the one I described? 

(If “yes:”) 2b) Which benefits do you think would be most significant? 

 

3) Do you think teenagers would benefit from being involved in this type of program?  

Please explain. 

 

4) Do you think teenagers would experience negative effects from being involved in this 

type of program? Please explain. 

 

5) Do you think that dogs in shelters would benefit from being involved in this type of 

program?  Please explain.    

 

6) Do you think that dogs in shelters would experience negative effects from being 

involved with this type of program? Please explain. 
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7) Do you think that animal shelters would benefit from this type of volunteer program 

involving high school students? Please explain. 

 

8) Do you think that animal shelters would experience negative effects from this type of 

program? Please explain. 

 

9) What characteristics would be necessary for a dog to be considered suitable for 

participation in this program? 

 

10a) What characteristics would be necessary for a high school student to be considered 

suitable for participation in this program? 

10b) Do you think that most high school students would be capable of handling 

suitable dogs on-leash? Please explain. 

 

11a) Do you think it would be safe to walk dogs that are known to be non-dog-aggressive 

in a group with individual handlers? 

(If “yes:”) 11b) How many dogs do you think it would be safe to walk at one time 

in a  group, with individual handlers?  

11c) What would be your main concerns? 

 

12) (If yes to 11a:) What do you think would be an appropriate supervisor-to-student 

ratio? 
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13) What kinds of information would be important to include in an instructional training 

for high school students on how to properly walk dogs on leash and teach them good 

walking behavior? 

 

14) If this program were put into practice, what would be an appropriate amount of time 

and/or distance for students to exercise the dogs?  

 

15a) If this program were put into practice, what might be the best times of day for high 

school students to exercise the shelter dogs?  

15b) Do you think this would vary with the season?  

 

16) If this program were put into practice, how many times a week would it be 

appropriate for high school students to exercise the shelter dogs?  

 

17) If this program were to be put into practice, can you recommend some appropriate 

locations for these students and dogs to exercise together? 

 

18a) If this program were to be put into practice, would be preferable to transport 

students to the shelter or transport the dogs to the students?  

18b) What do you think would be the pros and cons of each? 
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19a) What are the liability concerns regarding volunteer interactions with animals at the 

shelter? 

19b) How does the shelter deal with these concerns? 

 

20a) Do you think it would be feasible to address those concerns within this type of 

program? 

20b) What measures would be necessary? 

 

21) Butte Humane Society's policies require that volunteers be at least 16 years of age 

unless accompanied by an adult. If this program were to be put into practice, do you think 

that the presence of supervisors would satisfy this requirement for 14 or 15 year old high 

school students who wanted to participate in the program? 

 

22) In your opinion, what kind of precautions and policies would be absolutely necessary 

for this program to be regarded as safe and beneficial for all parties involved? 

 

23) Do you have any other suggestions or recommendations for designing this program to 

be safer, more beneficial, or generally more effective? 

 

24) Can you think of any groups or individuals within the community that might benefit 

from being involved in this program, or that might improve the program through their 

involvement? 



146 
 

 

Appendix D: High School Student Survey 

Section 1: This section asks about your sense of well-being and self-confidence.  

For the questions below, please circle the number that best represents your answer: 

1) How do natural, outdoor environments affect your mental well-being? 

2) How does physical activity affect your mental well-being? 

3) How does interacting with peers affect your mental well-being? 

4) How does interacting with domesticated animals affect your mental well-being? 

5) How does taking part in group activities affect your self-confidence? 

6) How does physical activity affect your self-confidence? 

7) How does volunteering in your community affect your self-confidence? 

(The Likert scale style answer choices below were listed in a column to the right of the 

questions.) 

Very        Does Not                                                      Very 
Negatively                       Affect                                Positively 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
         
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
or 4 - I have not volunteered. 
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Section 2:  This section asks about your community service experience.   

For the questions below, please circle the answer that best describes your answer: 
 
1) How many hours of community service have you volunteered since beginning high 
school? 
None    1-5   6-10    11-15       16-20   21-25          25-30       More than 30 
 
2) If you have done community service, please list the activities you did: 
            
 
3) How much do you like or dislike volunteering for community service? 
Strongly          Somewhat          Equally like          Somewhat          Strongly  
Dislike            Dislike                and dislike          Like   Like  
  
           (or) I have not volunteered. 
 
4) Has volunteering for community service has been good for you? 
No, I Don't Think So      Maybe Not           Not Sure      Maybe Yes        Yes, I Think So 
  
           (or) I have not volunteered. 
 
5) How important are non-profit groups for making your town a better place for people to 
live? 
Of Very Little  Of Little      Not sure  Important            Very  
Importance                Importance              Important 
 
6) Have you ever volunteered for a humane society or animal shelter?               
Yes           No 
 
7) How interested would you be in volunteering to work with animals? 
Very               Uninterested                  I Don't Know     Interested  Very 
Uninterested                 Interested 
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Section 3: This section asks how you feel about DOGS. 

For the questions below, please circle the answer that best describes your answer: 
 
1) Do you or someone you live with own dogs?    
Yes   No 
 
2) Have you owned dogs in the past, OR been familiar with a dog in a way that was meaningful 
to you?  
Yes   No 
 
3) How would you describe your opinion of dogs?  
Hate        Dislike        Somewhat         Neutral          Somewhat         Like            Love  

Dislike                          Like      
 
4) Have you ever walked dogs on-leash before? 
Yes   No 
 
(The following questions were answered using the Likert scales listed at the bottom of 
this page, which appeared in a column to the right of the questions in the actual survey.) 
  
5) How does being around dogs affect your emotional state? 
 
6) How does being around dogs affect your sense of physical well-being? 
 
7) How does being around dogs affect your sense of empathy (awareness of others' well-being)? 
 
8) How do dogs affect interactions among people? 
 
9) How does being around dogs affect your awareness of your environment?  
 
Very               Does Not                                                       Very 
Negatively                            Affect                                     Positively 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
         
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
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10.) How confident do you feel in your ability to walk dogs on leash? 
Very   Unconfident     I'm Not Sure                   Confident                  Very  
Unconfident                   Confident 
 
11.) How comfortable would you feel walking dogs from animal shelters on leash? 
Very   Uncomfortable     I'm Not Sure                   Comfortable                Very  
Uncomfortable              Comfortable 
       
12.) If you could volunteer to help exercise dogs from animal shelters by walking or jogging them 
on leash, how interested would you be in doing this? 
Very   Uninterested     I'm Not Sure                     Interested                    Very  
Uninterested                   Interested 
 
13.) Do you think that exercising dogs from animal shelters by walking or jogging them on leash 
would be preferable as an individual volunteer activity (according to each person's own schedule) 
or as a group volunteer activity (with a set time and location)? 
Individual Activity     Group Activity    No Preference 
 
14.) Do you think exercising and training shelter dogs on leash would be preferable as a before-
school activity in the morning, an after-school activity in the late afternoon, or as a weekend 
activity? 
Before-School/                       After-School/                    Weekend        
Morning Activity  Late Afternoon Activity   Activity 

     
No Preference 

 
 
15.) If you could be trained in proper and safe dog-handling skills in order to work with shelter 
dogs, how interested would you be in doing this training? 
Very   Uninterested     I'm Not Sure                     Interested                    Very  
Uninterested                   Interested 
 
 
16.) If you could gain volunteer and leadership experience by helping to train younger kids (5th-
8th graders) proper dog-handling skills while walking shelter dogs on leash, how interested would 
you be in doing this?   
Very   Uninterested     I'm Not Sure                     Interested                    Very  
Uninterested                   Interested 
 
 
17.) If you were invited to participate in a coordinated volunteer program that helped high school 
students earn community service hours by exercising and training shelter dogs on-leash, what 
would questions would you have about the program? What reservations would you have about 
participating? What about this program sounds appealing to you? What sounds unappealing?   
 
           
Thank you for your participation so far! You're almost done!  
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Section 4: This section asks for a little information about YOU. 

Don't worry! It's still anonymous (meaning no one will be able to know who answered 
these questions) 
 
1) What grade are you in?       
 
2) How old are you?        
 
3) Are you male or female? (Circle one.)    Male   Female 
 
*4) About how tall are you (in feet and inches)?       
  
*5) How much do you think you weigh (in pounds)?      
 
*These measurements may be used to calculate BMI (Body Mass Index.) 
 
6) How would you describe your ethnicity? (For example: "Latino," "Asian," "Black," "White," 
"Mixed heritage," etc. -- however you feel comfortable describing yourself.) 
     ___        
 
For the questions below, please circle the answer that best describes you: 
 
7) About how much moderate or vigorous physical activity do you do each week?      
(Moderate or vigorous physical activity is exercise that causes rapid breathing, increased heart 
rate, and sweating.)  
 
0 - 30 minutes        1 hour - 2 hours        2.5 hours - 3.5 hours           More         
            than 3.5 hours      
 
8) Are there opportunities for physical activity easily available to you?                   
Yes    No 
 
9) How much time would you say you spend outdoors, in more "natural" environments--such as 
parks, grassy fields, near lots of trees, or near water bodies like creeks and ponds--each week? 
 4 hours       5-7 hours       8-10 hours      11-13 hours      14-16 hours       17-19 hours       20 hours  
 or less                      or more 
 
10) How much time would you say you spend using electronic devices--such as computers, 
phones, televisions, video games, etc.-- for entertainment each DAY? 
Less than       1-2 hours       3-4 hours       5-6 hours        7-8 hours         9-10 hours         More than  
one hour                    10 hours 
 
Thank you very much for your participation!!!  
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Appendix E: Community Member “Bark in the Park” Survey 

For the questions below, please circle the answer that best describes your answer: 
 
1) Do you or someone you live with own dogs?    
Yes   No 
 
2) Have you owned dogs in the past, OR been familiar with a dog in a way that was meaningful 
to you?  
Yes   No 
 
3) How would you describe your opinion of dogs?  
Hate        Dislike        Somewhat         Neutral          Somewhat         Like            Love  

Dislike                          Like      
 
(The following questions were answered using the Likert scales listed at the bottom of 
this page, which appeared in a column to the right of the questions in the actual survey.) 
 
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements: 
*Note: "dog-walking" is used here to broadly mean any pace at which you move with your 
dog, including walking, jogging, or running. 
 
4) Dog-walking is a mood-enhancing activity. 
 
5) Having dogs around makes it easier to have conversations with new people. 
 
6) Dog-walking is a physical activity that is adjustable to most people's fitness levels. 
 
7) Having a specific purpose for physical activity, such as gardening or walking a dog, increases 
the likelihood of exercising regularly. 
 
Very               Does Not                                                       Very 
Strongly Disagree               Affect                              Strongly Agree 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
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For the questions below, circle the number that best represents your answer: 
 
8) How does being around dogs affect your sense of physical well-being? 
 
9) How does physical activity affect your mental well-being? 
 
(The above questions were answered using the Likert scales listed below, which appeared 
in a column to the right of the questions in the actual survey.) 
 
Very               Does Not                                                       Very 
Negatively                            Affect                                     Positively 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
         
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                    2                    3 
 
This section asks your opinions regarding a potential volunteer program that would 
involve pairing high school students with dogs living in animal shelters for mutual 
exercise and socialization. 
 
(The following questions were answered using the Likert scales like the one listed at the 
bottom of this page, which appeared in a column to the right of the questions in the 
actual survey.) 
 
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements: 
10) Provided with proper training and instruction, teenagers are well suited to teach shelter dogs 
good on-leash behavior.  
 
11) The majority of teenagers are physically capable of handling most dogs on a leash.  
 
12) Opportunities to walk and train shelter dogs are a positive way for teenagers to increase self-
confidence. 
 
13) Opportunities to walk and train shelter dogs are a positive way for teenagers to increase 
physical activity levels. 
 
14) Opportunities to walk and train shelter dogs are a positive way for teenagers to build social 
relationships. 
 
15) Opportunities to walk and train shelter dogs are a positive way for teenagers to volunteer in 
their communities.   
 
Very               Does Not                                                       Very 
Strongly Disagree               Affect                              Strongly Agree 
 
-3                   -2                   -1                    0                    1                     2                     3 
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If someone were to propose to you a coordinated volunteer program that allowed high 
school students, after an initial training, to earn community service hours by exercising and 
training dogs from animal shelters on-leash...  
 
16) Would you be in favor of this program? Why or why not? 
 
 
17) What do you think would be good about this program? 
 
 
18) What do you think would be bad about this program? 
 
 
19) What questions or concerns would you have about this program? 
 
 
20) Can you think of some good locations for students to walk dogs? 
 
 
21) What would you recommend to make this program better? 
 
 
22a) Do you have children?    
Yes  No 

 
22b.) If YES, are any of your children in junior high or high school?   
Yes  No 

 
23.) How likely is it that you would let your child participate in this type of program? 
Very   Unlikely     I'm Not Sure                     Likely                      Very  
Unlikely                     Likely 
 
 
Thank you for your participation so far! You're almost done!  
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Section 4: This section asks for a little information about YOU. 

Don't worry! It's still anonymous (meaning no one will be able to know who answered 
these questions) 
 
1) How old are you?        
 
2) Are you male or female? (Circle one.)    Male   Female 
 
*3) About how tall are you (in feet and inches)?       
  
*4) How much do you think you weigh (in pounds)?      
 
*These measurements may be used to calculate BMI (Body Mass Index.) 
 
5) How would you describe your ethnicity? (For example: "Latino," "Asian," "Black," "White," 
"Mixed heritage," etc. -- however you feel comfortable describing yourself.) 
     ___        
 
For the questions below, please circle the answer that best describes you: 
 
6) About how much moderate or vigorous physical activity do you do each week?      
(Moderate or vigorous physical activity is exercise that causes rapid breathing, increased heart 
rate, and sweating.)  
 
0 - 30 minutes        1 hour - 2 hours        2.5 hours - 3.5 hours           More         
            than 3.5 hours      
 
7) Are there opportunities for physical activity easily available to you?                   
Yes    No 
 
8) How much time would you say you spend outdoors, in more "natural" environments--such as 
parks, grassy fields, near lots of trees, or near water bodies like creeks and ponds--each week? 
 4 hours       5-7 hours       8-10 hours      11-13 hours      14-16 hours       17-19 hours       20 hours  
 or less                      or more 
 
9) How much time would you say you spend using electronic devices--such as computers, 
phones, televisions, video games, etc.-- for entertainment each DAY? 
Less than       1-2 hours       3-4 hours       5-6 hours        7-8 hours         9-10 hours         More than  
one hour                    10 hours 
 
Thank you very much for your participation!!! 
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Appendix F: Informed Consent Documents 

Parent Permission Form for High School Students 

Parent Permission for Child's Participation in a High School Student Survey Intended for a 
Master's Thesis Research Project: 
 

In signing this form, I certify that I am a qualified parent or legal guardian of (child's 
name:)         ,  and do hereby grant 
permission for him/her to participate in a confidential survey on [date] at [school location] that 
will take approximately 25-30 minutes.  I understand that this is a non-invasive survey designed 
to (1) assess typical exercise patterns and determine students' percent of body fat , using self-
reported height and weight measurements, (2) gauge experiences and opinions related to 
community service involvement, and (3) explore levels of interest in participating in a 
hypothetical volunteer dog-walking group within the Chico community.  The information 
gathered will inform the Master's thesis research of a Humboldt State University graduate 
student.  
 I understand that survey responses will be kept confidential (identifying information will 
only be on the assent form to be signed by students, which will be removed from the surveys once 
returned to the researcher). This survey should take approximately 25-30 minutes of class time. 
Survey responses will not be used for any purposes other than those proposed by this study and 
will be disposed of via paper shredder after data analysis.  Possible risks to high school survey 
participants are very low and may include discomfort of answering height and weight questions.  
Students who participate will be entered into a raffle drawing for a few simple prizes, including 
coffee shop and restaurant gift certificates, and an iPod shuffle®. 
 I understand that the researcher will answer any questions I may have concerning the 
investigation or the procedures at any time.  I also understand that my child’s participation in any 
study is entirely voluntary and that they may decline to enter this study or may withdraw from it 
at any time without jeopardy.  I understand that the investigator may terminate my child’s 
participation in the study at any time. 
 
If you have any questions regarding the content of this survey, please contact either Danielle 
Allred (student principal investigator) at dna24@humboldt.edu or (530) 519-8565, or Gregg Gold 
(faculty supervisor) at gjg14@humboldt.edu or (707) 826-3740 and they will answer any 
questions you may have. 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a participant, any concerns regarding this project, 
or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you may report them—confidentially, if you 
wish—to the Dean for Research & Sponsored Programs, Dr. Rhea Williamson at 
Rhea.Williamson@humboldt.edu or (707) 826-4189. 
 
 
Signature:                                                                                                  Date:   
If you have any concerns about the content of this survey, you may preview it online by 
visiting this website: <hyperlink>.  Thank you very much for your time and cooperation! 

mailto:Rhea.Williamson@humboldt.edu
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Informed Assent Document for High School Student Survey Participants 

Hello! Thank you for your time. I am asking for your voluntary participation in my Master's 
thesis research project. 
 
Purpose of the Study: 
This project has three purposes: (1) to get an idea of how much physical activity high school 
students get, how it makes them feel, and determine a range of students' percent of body fat using 
self-reported height and weight measurements; (2) to gain a sense of high school students' 
experience with, and opinions of, community service; and (3) to learn about high school students' 
attitudes about dogs and gauge interest in a possible volunteer program designed to help train and 
exercise dogs that live in animals shelters (by walking or jogging with them) while earning 
community service hours.  
 
Participation Requirements: 
You will be asked to complete a 5-page survey with a total of 41 questions; 34 of the questions 
will be multiple choice and 7 require a short, hand-written response.  This survey is expected to 
take approximately 25-30 minutes.  Survey responses will be kept private and confidential; all 
identifying information will be removed from the survey when returned to the researcher. After 
survey responses have been entered into an Excel spreadsheet for analysis, the written surveys 
will be destroyed via paper shredder. Possible risks to high school survey participants are very 
low and may include discomfort of answering height and weight questions.   Compensation 
includes the possibility of winning a prize in the "participant raffle drawing," and the only known 
benefit is the positive knowledge that you have been very kind in helping a graduate student 
complete her research. (Thank you!)   
 
Voluntary Participation: 
I understand that the researcher will answer any questions I may have concerning the 
investigation or the procedures at any time.  I also understand that my participation in any study is 
entirely voluntary and that I may decline to enter this study or may withdraw from it at any time 
without jeopardy.  I understand that the investigator may terminate my participation in the study 
at any time. 
 
If you have any questions regarding the content of this survey, please contact either Danielle 
Allred (student principal investigator) at dna24@humboldt.edu or (530) 519-8565, or Gregg Gold 
(faculty supervisor) at gjg14@humboldt.edu or (707) 826-3740. 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a participant, any concerns regarding this project, 
or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you may report them—confidentially, if you 
wish—to the Dean for Research & Sponsored Programs, Dr. Rhea Williamson at 
Rhea.Williamson@humboldt.edu or (707) 826-4189. 
 
By signing this form I am attesting that I have read and understand the information above and I 
freely give my assent to participate. 
 
Name (Printed):                                                                     
Signature:                                                               Date:                     
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Informational Sheet for Community Member “Bark in the Park” Survey Participants 

Hello! Thank you for your time. I am asking for your voluntary participation in my Master's 
thesis research. 
 
Purpose of the Study: 
The purpose of this survey is to assess community opinions regarding: (1) dogs as companions 
and the effects they may have on humans and social environments; (2) dog-walking as a form of 
physical activity; and (3) how a variety of factors, including volunteering for community service, 
influence people's well-being and self-confidence. This survey also seeks community feedback 
regarding a potential volunteer program that would involve high school students working with 
dogs from animal shelters for increased exercise, socialization, and community service 
experience. 
 
Participation Requirements: 
You will be asked to answer 38 questions. 31 of the questions will be multiple choice and 7 will 
require short, written responses.  This survey is expected to take approximately 25 minutes.  
Survey responses will be confidential. Paper surveys will be destroyed via paper shredder after 
being entered into an Excel spreadsheet for data analysis.  There are no reasonably foreseeable 
risks to completing the survey. The only known benefits include the positive knowledge that you 
have been kind in helping a graduate student complete her research. (Thank you!)  :) 
 
Voluntary Participation: 
I understand that the researcher will answer any questions I may have concerning the 
investigation or the procedures at any time.  I also understand that my participation in any study is 
entirely voluntary and that I may decline to enter this study or may withdraw from it at any time 
without jeopardy.  I understand that the investigator may terminate my participation in the study 
at any time. 
 
 
If you have any questions regarding the content of this survey, please contact either Danielle 
Allred (student principal investigator) at dna24@humboldt.edu or (530) 519-8565, or Gregg Gold 
(faculty supervisor) at gjg14@humboldt.edu or (707) 826-3740. 
 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a participant, any concerns regarding this project, 
or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you may report them—confidentially, if you 
wish—to the Dean for Research & Sponsored Programs, Dr. Rhea Williamson at 
Rhea.Williamson@humboldt.edu or (707) 826-4189. 
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