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species, age, health, adoptability and space. Once
they are at maximum capacity, a limited-access
shelter will not take in more animals and will only
euthanize animals that are severely aggressive or
suffering. 

The amount and types of services a shelter
provides depends on its resources. Animals may
be given medical exams and vaccinations. They
may undergo a behavior evaluation to determine
what their personality is like and with what kind
of family the animal would do best. Some shelters
spay or neuter their animals before they are
adopted. Some shelters place the burden on the
adopters, requiring them to have the animal
spayed or neutered by a veterinarian. 

Adoption programs match animals with responsi-
ble, suitable families. A shelter’s adoption policies
are designed to ensure prospective adopters are
able to provide a suitable home and care for a pet
for his or her lifetime. Potential adopters are often
asked to consider several questions before adopt-
ing: Why are you adopting a pet? How many
people live in your household? Can you afford to
care for a pet? Are pets allowed in your home or
apartment? What will be the living arrangements
for the pet? Though these questions may seem
intrusive, shelter workers want what is best for
both the animals and the adopters.

Animal Shelters 411

L
ike the animals in their care and the communities they serve,
animal shelters come in all shapes and sizes. Some concentrate
on rescue and adoptions, some on spaying and neutering and
others focus on education and raising awareness of the welfare

of animals. Regardless of their make-up, the mission of all shelters is to
help animals in need. Unfortunately, misconceptions abound about shel-
ters and the work they do especially among children. As educators, you
can help shelters help animals by debunking these myths and clarifying
the important role shelters play in communities.

What are shelters and who operates them?
Shelters are usually operated by either a
municipality or a non-profit organization.

Any shelter can use the term “Humane Society” or
“SPCA” in their name. These are generic terms that
don’t imply that the shelter is part of a larger organiza-
tion or has special powers. In fact, most humane soci-
eties and SPCAs are independent of each other. SPCA
stands for Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals, as in the “ASPCA” which stands for the Ameri-
can Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. 

Municipal shelters are usually operated by the city 
or county governments. They employ animal control
officers whose job it is to enforce animal-related laws.
Although municipal shelters receive money from local
governments, most are underfunded, and accept dona-
tions to help them care for the animals.

Non-municipal shelters are often called private shelters.
Private shelters are run by non-profit organizations and
are mainly funded by donations. The ASPCA is not a
municipal shelter, but our humane law enforcement
agents are empowered to investigate and make arrests
in all types of animal cruelty cases within New York
State. We rely on donations to fight animal cruelty.

Within the private shelter community are limited-access
facilities, often referred to as “no-kill” shelters. These
facilities accept a limited number of animals based on
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Describe what the person is doing in each picture.
Draw your own picture describing what you think happens next.

People Who Work in Animal Shelters
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All About Animal Shelters

1. responsibility 2. vaccination 3. nonprofit 4. prevention 5. obedience
6. adoption 7. humane 8. awareness 9. municipal 10. behavior

The following words are associated with animal shelters. Find them in a diction-
ary or other resource book and on a separate piece of paper write a brief defini-
tion of each word. Next fill in the blanks below with the word from the list that

A Some animal shelters are called societies and
others have “SPCA” in there name. SPCA stands for Society for the

of Cruelty to Animals.

C A animal shelter depends on contributions from
individuals or corporations to do its job of helping animals.

B shelters are operated by local governments like 
a city or county.

D

E A veterinarian can help protect your pet from certain diseases by giving
him a .

F problems are one of the most common reasons
people bring animals to shelters. The good news is that you can correct bad
behaviors with training and patience and not have to to give up your pet.

G Having a pet is a big for the entire family. Like
everyone in the family they need food, water, a home, exercise and plenty
of love.

I You can help raise of homeless pets by inviting
someone from your local animal shelter to come and speak to your class.

H Some shelters offer classes for dogs like puppy kindergarten and 
training.

Animal shelters have many wonderful pets up for .
They match homeless pets with loving families.
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Activity Sheet 3: Grades 3-8

Shelter Helper

Animal shelters have to create different ways to advertise
and inform the public of animals up for adoption. Work-
ing in groups, pretend that you work at a local shelter

(you can choose the name of a real shelter or make one up).
Your job is to select a pet found in shelters—dog, cat, bird, rabbit, guinea pig, hamster, rat,
gerbil, or mouse—and help him or her get adopted. Find a photograph of the type of animal
you have chosen or a picture from a magazine and develop a presentation for the class that
encourages people to adopt the pet. 

Your team can create adoption cards like the one below. Use the computer to design flyers,
advertisements or a web page. You can also film your own TV ad using a video camera,
props and your fellow students as actors. Make sure to include: pet’s name, age, size, breed
(type of dog or cat), gender, history of how your pet was brought to the shelter, housebro-
ken or not, and anything else your team thinks is important when promoting the animal for

I.D.: 00176

Name: Wally

Breed: Bulldog

Size:  Medium
Age:  5 years old

Gender: Male

If you’re looking for a companion to lounge around with you in
front of the TV, then Wally is the boy for you! Wally is a sweet,
loving bulldog who is great with other animals and children.
He was brought to the shelter by two kind police officers that
found Wally in an alley. He is playful and cuddly and waiting
for the right person to give him the attention he deserves.
Wally is up to date with his shots, already house trained, and
neutered.

Sample Adoption Card

D E S C R I P T I O N :  



Animals are brought to shelters for many reasons. If pets are not spayed or neutered to prevent
them from having babies, an owner may end up with too many animals and not be able to find

them a good house. Some people move to a new apartment or city and can’t take their pets with them.
Pets are most commonly given up for behavior problems such as scratching the furniture or not being
house trained. The good news is that you can correct many bad behaviors by training your pet and not
have to give him up.

Spaying or neutering will not make an animal fat or lazy. Animals gain weight for the same
reasons people do—eating too much food and not getting enough exercise. Pet overpopulation is 

an important reason why animals end up in shelters. The operation is safe, painless and helps prevent
unwanted animals from being put down because there are not enough homes willing to adopt them.

Activity Sheet 4: Grades 5-8
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Animal Shelters: Myth or Fact?
There are many misunderstandings about animal shelters and the work they do. 
Learn how to separate the facts from the myths.

MYTH: Spaying or neutering your pet will make her fat and lazy. 

FACT:

MYTH: 

FACT:

Shelter animals are “bad” pets. Why else would their owners give them up? 

Most of the animals up for adoption are healthy. They just need good homes. After an animal
enters a shelter, he is given a checkup to make sure he is not sick. He may be given vaccina-

tions to prevent certain diseases. Shelter workers and volunteers may spend time socializing him before
he is adopted. This helps prepare the pet for life in a family’s home. 

Animals in shelters are sick and unhealthy. 

Twenty to thirty percent of the animals in shelters are purebred dogs and cats. That being said,
it is not important whether a pet is purebred or mixed. What makes a good pet is how he reacts

to you and how you are with your pet. 

Shelters only have mix breeds or “mutts” available for adoption.

MYTH: 

FACT:

MYTH: 

FACT:

Animal shelters do everything they can to find homes for the animals in their care, but there are
not enough homes willing to adopt all the animals that are brought to shelters. Euthanasia or

putting an animal down is sometimes necessary and more humane then turning animals loose on the
streets. Animals that live on the streets often suffer from disease, injury or starvation.

Animals taken to shelters are killed.MYTH: 

FACT:

Shelter workers and volunteers truly care about animals. They often work long hours and try to
give the animals the best care possible. Many people who work in animal shelters could make

more money doing other jobs, but instead choose to dedicate their lives to helping animals.

People who work in animal shelters don’t care about animals.MYTH: 

FACT:

Before adopting a pet—young or old—it is important to consider how much time you and your fami-
ly have to give to a pet. Adopting a pet is a big responsibility. Like when you were younger, kittens

and puppies need lots of attention and training. It may make more sense to adopt an older pet. Pets two
years of age or older are usually easier to care for and are often already house trained.

You should adopt a kitten or puppy. MYTH: 

FACT:
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Visit  the ASPCA’s web si tes at  aspca.org,  animalessons.org or  animaland.org
Sign up to receive the ASPCA Animalessons teacher newsletter at www.animalessons.org

The American Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
424 East 92nd Street
New York, NY 10128-6804

Pet Care Flyers

What do I feed my pet? Have the right information on hand
when kids ask pet care questions. The ASPCA offers the
following pet care handouts: cat, dog, gerbil, guinea pig,

hamster, mouse, rabbit and rat. Single copies are available on
request at no charge. You can also
order 100 copies of any title for $15
plus $3.95 shipping and handling.

To order, send your check or money order to 

ASPCA Education Department,
424 East 92nd Street, 
New York, NY 10128-6804 
or call 212-876-7700 Ext 4400.

You can request single copies by
emailing us at education@aspca.org

This edition of ASPCA 
AnimaLessons™ is distributed 
by your local animal-welfare 

organization:

ASPCA AnimaLessons™ is published by The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. All rights reserved. 
Reproduction in whole or in part without written permission is prohibited. Notwithstanding the foregoing, permission is hereby given to individual classroom

teachers to reproduce the activity pages for classroom use; however, reproduction of these pages for an entire school, district or school system or for commercial
use is strictly prohibited. 

To obtain information about the ASPCA, contact ASPCA Humane Education Department, 424 East 92nd Street, New York, NY 10128; (212) 876-7700, ext. 4400. 
Contributors to this newsletter include Steve Dercole, Jennifer Dragotta, Miriam Ramos, William Samuels, Ph.D., Jacque Schultz and Stephen Zawistowski, Ph.D. 

© 2004 The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.




