Humane
Educator

ANN GEARHART

BY JEFF LEARD

Ann Gearhart has just
arrived at Hampton Elementary
School with two dogs and a cart
full of goodies. For a moment,
she and Spirit and Sneakers kill
time together outside the school
before the scheduled presenta-
tion on humane education.

Spirit is new to the business;
she is still being trained by
Gearhart and Sneakers. As
three dogs pass on a leash, Spirit
does what comes naturally, and
she gets a quick lesson. "Shh.
They belong here,” Gearhart
gently says. "We can’t bark."
Sneakers stands by quietly,
setting a perfect example.

"It’s very stressful for the
dog," she admits. "You have to
observe them all the time."

Inside the school, Dianne
Zweback, the reading specialist,
greets Gearhart with a folder full
of pictures from her previous
visits, There are pictures of
Lucky, a Dachshund, and
Sneakers, a Golden Retriever
mix. Next year, the folder will
include pictures of Spirit. The
only dog missing in the file is
Madchen, Gearhart’s original
service dog.

Browsing through the folder

reminds Gearhart of the time
she took Lucky to a school
where children and teachers
were scared of dogs. "It's
amazing," she says "Sometimes
I've had people running into
their offices and closing the
door ... for a Dachshund.

"Many kids have no concept
of the human/animal bond.
Lots of kids only see dogs tied
up and dog fights and they hear
reports of a girl’s face being
ripped off on the evening
news."

Heading down the hall to
Patricia Spriggs’ fifth-grade
class, Hampton Elementary

Cockeysville, Hunt Valley Loch Raven,

students cannot help but to stop
and notice the two well-behaved
dogs and their friendly owner.
"She has a wonderful wealth of
knowledge the she shares in a
child-friendly way," Zweback
says. "The kids love her. The
fact that the dog is there adds a
dimension to her presentation
that really keeps the children
interested.”

Inside the classroom,
Gearhart talks about animal
care, protecting endangered
species, distinctions between wild
animals and domestic animals
and animal safety. Her comfort
with the children comes from
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25 years as a classroom teacher.

Gearhart is the Director of
Humane and Environmental
Education for the Snyder Founda-
tion for Animals. Schools are
her primary focus, but she also
makes presentations for police
departments, domestic violence
shelters and  environmental
organizations. Her community
includes training in the Safe
Home-Safe Pets initiative of
Towson-based Turnaround and
a weekly program for the Radio
Reading Network of Maryland.

(Sneakers succumbed fo lym-
phonic cancer two days after her visit
to Hampton Elementary School.)
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