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When I began my junior year at a new school in Virginia, I was excited to see that they offered an 

anatomy class. I’m interested in the field of forensics, so I immediately signed up for the course. It was 

the only class I was looking forward to! Then, in the first week, my enthusiasm was crushed by some 

horrifying news; the teacher expected the students to dissect cats as part of our human anatomy stud-

ies.

We were told “If you have a black cat at home, select a white cat to dissect or vice versa.” I was ap-

palled. Like the color of the cat’s fur matters to me, when I will be forced to skin a cat and cut him/her 

to pieces.

I went home and shared the news with my mother, chained-dog activist and founder of Dogs De-

serve Better, Tamira Thayne. She didn’t even believe me at first, as she’d never heard of it. We spent 

many hours that week discussing our options both for me and for a way to put an end to cat dissec-

tion in my school district and across America. We believed most Americans aren’t aware of it, and we 

couldn’t help but think if there was a way to reach these people, cat dissection could end in all but vet 

training and technician programs.

According to animalearn.org, Virginia is one of 18 states that “... give students from K-12 the option 

to use alternatives rather than dissect an animal ...” in the classroom. However, an alternative wasn’t 
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enough for us: we wanted cats OFF the menu. 

My mother e-mailed the teacher with her concerns, but failed to receive a response. At that point 

I decided to homeschool in protest of the school’s policy of cat dissection and their decision to ignore 

the concerns of the students. 

One student homeschooling wasn’t enough—that one student’s protest needed to turn into aware-

ness for the masses. My mother and I decided to put up a petition to publicize the cat dissection oc-

curing in Culpeper High School. We asked people to sign it to let the school officials in Virginia—and 

hopefully nationwide—know that we weren’t the only ones opposed to dissecting our companion 

animals in the classroom. 

In our research about cat dissection, we discovered some pretty gruesome facts. Most cats used in 

dissection come from biological supply companies (Balcombe 31), who obtain them either through 

“bunchers” illegally collecting cats, or from animal shelters, which make money from the killing of 

cats, thereby eliminating the incentive to stop the overpopulation problem. (Oakley 6) 

There are also health concerns, especially for children, because the cats are often preserved with 

formaldehyde, a colorless and highly irritating gas with a pungent odor. According to animalearn.

org:

  “Formaldehyde is a probable human carcinogen. According to literature obtained 

   from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, this chemical preservative can be 

   linked to cancer of the throat, lungs, and nasal passages. Those exposed to formaldehyde 

   risk damage to the eyes, skin irritation, bronchitis, and asthma attacks.” (Dissection)

Additionally, the psychological effects of dissection of companion animals in the classroom can-

not be ignored. Many students object on moral or ethical grounds, and being forced into a situation 

where they must stand against their peers causes them stress and mental anguish. Not only that, but 

the very act of cutting and mutilating an animal carcass shows a disregard and callousness toward 

animal life. (Oakley 6)

 We put up our petition in early December, 2015, and by early January we had garnerned over 

100,000 signatures. The signatures were not only from the local area, or even every state in the coun-

try but from all over the world! Each signature sends an email to Culpeper County School Officials 

which means they’ve gotten the message over 100,000 times. Within a week, we had a TV station 

asking for an interview, as well as the local newspaper. 
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I was interviewed for over an hour by Channel 29, an NBC affiliate in Charlottesville, VA. The 

interview resulted in a two minute segment that aired twice in the regional viewing area, and is still 

available online at nbc29.com. I also did a newspaper interview with the Culpeper Star Exponent, 

which was printed in newpapers in Richmond, Fredericksburg, and Roanoke too. Overall, the sto-

ry of our petition and our efforts to end cat dissection in the Culpeper County Virginia School Dis-

trict was carried in 12 different online news outlets, in addition to TV and hardcopy newspapers. 

School official Rob Hauman, executive director of curriculum for Culpeper County Schools 

said, “The recent attention to this issue of dissection may impact discussions within our school 

division, the region, and perhaps across the state.” (Culpeper)

In the end, one student’s distress over a school mandate that borders on cruelty to both students 

and cats has spread to millions of people reading about the ongoing issue of cat dissection in the 

classroom. Our petition currently has over 108,000 signatures, and I will continue to raise aware-

ness for the suffering of our companion animals and the students who are forced to cut them open 

or appear as cowards for not doing so.  I remain hopeful that our efforts have made a difference on 

their behalf. 
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