
Hunter safety courses nothing new in WV schools, 4/7/08 
By Anna Sale  
 
Studio lead: Governor Manchin signed a bill last week that calls on schools to offer hunter safety courses 
in schools. The bill’s passage on the last day of the legislative session made national headlines – 
including the front page of the New York Times. But that story missed that hunter safety training in 
schools isn’t a new phenomenon at all in West Virginia, and the new law doesn’t do much to expand the 
practice. Anna Sale reports.   
 
Thompson: Get down. You’re going to look right down the plane.  
 
Sale: Come spring time, Dave Thompson starts spending a lot of time at the Putnam County Gun Club’s 
shooting range in Eleanor.     
 
Thompson: You call for a bird. The safety’s off.  
 
Sale: On this day, he’s coaching kids as young as 9 how to hold, aim and fire a .20-gauge shotgun at clay 
pigeons, which actually look like bright orange disks.    
 
Thompson: What’d I say? Cheek on the stock.  
 
Sale: Thompson’s been teaching hunter safety courses for nearly thirty years.  
 
Thompson: I want them to respect the game that they’re hunting, respect the landowner and his rights, 
keep the gun unloaded until you’re actually hunting or ready to shoot on the range, and you do not want 
any horseplay with a gun.”  
 
Sale: A hunter safety certificate is mandatory for young hunters in WV applying for their first license at 
age 15.  
 
16 year-old Paulina Moles is a competitive shooter and trains at the gun range. She took Thompson’s 
course three years ago.  
 
Moles: It was an evening class I think it was from 6 to 9 for two days, and then you came back to take a 
test, and got your card. 
 
Sale: She started hunting with her mom and dad, and has been shooting competitively for five years.   
 
Moles: Anything that has to do with guns and outdoors interest me. (gun shot) Just the excitement of 
being in control of something that powerful. You just, you really don’t get that much anywhere else. You 
can’t get it at school, they don’t allow it. Church groups you can’t really do that (laughs). And here it’s kind 
of like a family, and you’re learning, and you’re getting all this education that you need about guns and 
safety and stuff and you just get to have a good time. 
 
Sale: She admits her hobby makes her a little different. Not many of her classmates at Nitro High School 
have stuffed squirrels in their bedrooms.  
 
Moles: I have it mounted over top of my closet door – it bugs my friends out. I have a couple of friends 
who won’t sleep in my room unless I take it down and put it in the closet. (laughs) 
 
Sale: Paulina Moles is also out of step with statewide trends. Hunting is on the decline. The Division of 
Natural Resources is selling about 40,000 fewer hunting licenses than it was a decade ago. That’s meant 
a loss of $1.5M for the agency to pay for things like wildlife management and law enforcement.   
Governor Manchin signed a bill into law last week that aims to reverse that trend. It calls on schools to 
offer hunter safety courses.  
 



The National Conference of State Legislatures says it’s the first such law in the country, and its passage 
grabbed national headlines, even a story in the New York Times.  But here’s what all the attention didn’t 
reveal – hunting safety courses have been taught in schools for years.  Tim Coleman, who runs the 
hunter safety program for the Division of Natural Resources, says courses have been offered in schools 
since the program was created in 1974.  
 
Coleman: We usually do the public courses in the fall, and they’re involved in football and band, and they 
just don’t have time to get to a public class, so if we can catch them during the school hours, it just makes 
it that much better for them. 
 
Sale: Last year, more than 16-hundred students in 22 counties completed the course during the school 
day or immediately after. It’s typically offered in middle schools during the spring.  
 
The DNR wants to get into more school systems. Coleman says it’s not safety concerns that have kept 
the courses out. Instead, he says, local superintendent point to other demands on instructional time. 
Here’s where he’s hoping the new law will help out.  
 
Coleman: A lot of time we have to convince them that it’s worthwhile to get it and that eliminates all that. 
Now they have, they will make room for us.    
 
Sale: That’s not necessarily the case. The original bill would have mandated that hunter safety be taught 
in schools, but it was amended to make the courses subject to county superintendents’ approval – pretty 
much what’s happening now.  
 
But Don Chapman, who coordinates physical and safety education for the state board, says local 
superintendents will get the message that the legislature has deemed expanding hunter education an 
important objective.  
  
Chapman: You know, there’s a recognition that in not all schools and not all school systems is there a 
great demand for hunting, but in several of our counties there are. And we want to make sure that 
students have the opportunity that want to take hunter safety have that opportunity.  
 
Sale: In the last three years, at least 17 other states have passed laws aimed at increasing the ranks of 
young hunters, including 15 states that have taken the opposite approach of West Virginia. They created 
hunter apprenticeship programs that reduce the safety training and license requirements for youth if they 
hunt with a licensed adult.   
 
For WV Public Broadcasting, I’m Anna Sale in Charleston.   
 


