
 



Matt Schultz points to a 
wild turkey decoy and 
asks hunter education 
students if this is a 
“shoot” or “don’t shoot” 
situation. 
 



Get Them Out Of Their Chairs, 
They’ll Learn More By Curt Miller 

 
“So, who’s teaching the hunter education class this weekend?” Standing 

near the counter in a neighborhood tire shop, I wasn’t expecting the 

question and I didn’t recognize the guy who asked it. But, since I am a 

hunter education instructor, 

I knew the fellow probably had a son or daughter who had recently gone 

through one of the classes I helped teach. I told him I wasn’t aware of any 

classes being offered. And then he proceeded to tell me something that 

really made me feel good. 

I took my boy, and a couple of his friends, rabbit hunting last week and he 
remembered a lot of the things you guys taught him,” he said. “He 
reminded everyone to watch their shooting lanes and stay in a straight line 
so no one moved ahead or fell behind the other hunters. I also saw him 
watching how they carried their shotguns to make sure they were pointed in 
a safe direction. I was really proud of him. I want to thank you guys, again, 
for spending your weekend teaching safety to all of those kids.” 
Four of us teach one of the many basic Hunter/Trapper Education courses 
for the Pennsylvania Game Commission. 
 
It’s a state requirement for all first-time hunters and trappers before they 
can apply for a hunting license in the Commonwealth, regardless of age. 
Most of our students are youngsters. The kids in the class must be at least 
11 years old to enroll. But we do get a few first-time adult hunters in each 
class and we also have hunters who are planning to hunt out-of-state in 
regions where proof of successful completion of a hunter education course 
is required. We teach our classes at the Millvale Sportsmen’s Club, located 
about 13 miles north of Pittsburgh. We’re all members of the club and the 
fellow in charge of our program, Jay Pegher, has been teaching for many 
years and really is the leader for each class. The other instructors are Matt 
Schultz, Tony Wight and myself. 
 
Our weekend course looks like this. From 6 pm to 9:30 pm on Friday and 8 
am to 5pm on Saturday we cover: 
• Responsible hunting behavior 



• Knowing your firearm equipment 
• Wildlife conservation and management 
• Outdoor safety 
• Basic and advanced hunting techniques 
• Trapping and fur taking basics 
• Basic shooting and hunting skills 
• Expanding your opportunities 

The real highlight of our course comes when we take our students outside, 
usually between 2:30 and 3:45 pm on Saturday. They’ve been sitting in our 
classroom for several hours Friday evening and again Saturday morning. 
I’ve helped teach the same course at several other clubs and, unlike our 
classes, students remained in the classroom for about a day and a half at 
each of those other locations. Even with a number of scheduled breaks and 
time off for lunch on Saturday, 12 or more hours sitting in class seems like 
a long time to some of the students, especially the youngest ones. Keep in 
mind that these are kids who have grown up with interactive video games, 
Wi-Fi, and iPhones. They get bored easily if they sit in one location 
listening to one presentation after another. That’s one reason we get them 
out of their chairs and take them outside. Of course we also want to see if 
they’ve learned the fundamentals we have been talking with them about. 
We have an ideal outdoor location. The Millvale Sportsmen’s Club is 
located on about 140 acres. Most of it is wooded and it’s bordered by 
1,400 acres of state game lands. Classes average between 75 and 100 
students. With more than a 100 students the clubhouse gets a bit crowded. 
 
When we go outside, the class is separated into three groups. Jay takes 

one group to the edge of the woods at the end of the parking lot, selects a 

tree, and demonstrates the use of a climbing stand. Matt and Tony take a 

second group down into the woods and work with them on identifying game 

and recognizing a shoot-versus-don’t-shoot situation. 

They carry wooden guns provided by the game commission and one of the 

activities this group has to complete is safely climbing over a fence. The 

third group stays with me at a fairly level grassy area, also at the edge of 

the parking lot, and practices walking in a line as if they are hunting rabbits 

or pheasants. 



We also stress the importance of knowing where other hunters are in safely 

conducting a deer drive. The three groups rotate positions so that everyone 

has an opportunity to participate in all three activities. 

In Pennsylvania, of the number of hunting accidents that happen each 

year, many of them occur when people fall out of tree stands during deer 

hunting season. Think about it. You’re standing on a small platform just a 

little longer and wider than your boots. A climbing stand is designed to hold 

itself against the tree by making use of your weight on the platform or while 

you’re seated in a chair that is part of the contraption. 

It’s a mechanical device so it can fail. In your hurry to get in position before 

first light, you may not have it secured as well as it should be secured. You 

can fall asleep while sitting or standing on the stand. 

So, if you do fall, what’s the one thing that’s going to save you from serious 
injury…or worse…if you fall out of the stand? It’s your harness. And this is 
where Jay places the emphasis when he looks down from his tree stand 
and talks to the students about safety. He points out that this is the one 
item of all the hunting equipment they have where they need to have the 
very best available. Not the gun, not the miracle fabric clothing or boots, not 
even the tree stand itself (although this isn’t exactly an item you want to 
skimp on, either). It’s the harness that’s going to keep them safe if 
something goes wrong while they are in the tree. And then, he purposely 
steps off the stand eight feet above the ground and dangles by his 
harness—which is a top of the line harness—and shows them why this is 
the case. Now they understand the importance of the harness and why it 
makes sense to use one of good quality. 
As part of our indoor class we show the students a great DVD about tree 
stand safety provided by the game commission. Jay and Tony also 
demonstrate how to put on a harness and talk about the importance of 
using a good message home as much as taking them outside, having them 
watch Jay climb the tree with his stand and harness and then seeing him 
step off that platform and have the harness keep him right up beside the 
stand. 
Meanwhile, the group walking down through the woods is learning other 
lessons. Some of these kids are only 11 years old, so Matt doesn’t take 
them through thick brush or up and down steep terrain. But they do walk 
through woods similar to much of what they will encounter on a typical 
hunting trip in southwestern Pennsylvania. 



 The first obstacle they come to is a section of split rail fence with a metal 
gate at one end. They are carrying wooden guns provided by the game 
commission and they need to get from one side of the fence to the other. 
Most do just fine, handing their gun to someone else while they climb over 
the fence or sliding the gun through on the ground and then climbing over. 
What never fails to surprise us is that none of them try to open the gate, 
which is unlocked, and simply walk through to the other side. That’s fine; 
we want them to demonstrate that they can climb over a fence safely. But 
we also emphasize that they need to close the gate before they walk away.  
 
This group is also exposed to a number of shoot-or-don’t-shoot situations 
as they continue walking through the woods. Animal targets used in our 
club’s 3D archery competition are placed along the trail and students are 
asked to point them out immediately upon seeing them. We ask them “Do 
you have a shot, or not and…if not…why?” There is a deer with only its 
rump visible, a wild turkey at the top of a ridgeline, a black bear, a fox, and 
more. We throw in an assortment of other Styrofoam animals, even 
including an alligator (which they are never going to encounter in Penn’s 
Woods) and they seem to enjoy this phase of the course. 
 
While one group walks through the woods and another group watches Jay 
in his tree stand, I teach the third group about hunting in a line, as if they 
are driving game. This is done in a grassy area near the parking lot and I 
walk six of them at a time with wooden guns. Here, they are learning about 
safe zones of fire and keeping up with the line so no one gets ahead or 
drops behind. I walk behind and throw a Frisbee ahead of them in the air to 
simulate a pheasant or along the ground as a running rabbit. 
The raise their guns and “shoot” while the remainder of the group stands on 
the sidelines and watches to see if anyone shoots across anyone else and 
if everyone remains in line. We’re also watching to see how they hold their 
guns and that they keep them pointed in a safe direction at all times. 
The whole time we are outside, we emphasize points we’ve covered in the 
indoor portion of the course, as well as key information they’ve seen in the 
game commission DVDs. We usually complete this part of the course in 
about 2-1/2 hours. Then, they go back inside for a short break, followed by 
a written exam, which takes an hour or so, to complete. 
 
Our students do well on the test. And, I’m convinced one reason for that is 
because the outside portion of the course really drives home many of the 
points we make in the indoor session and that they see in the DVDs. 



 
Look, you don’t have to have 140 acres of land to do what we do. If you 
have a tree on your property suitable for demonstrating a climbing tree 
stand and harness, use it. And you don’t need an actual split rail fence to 
show them how to climb over one. Just tie a rope between the backs of two 
chairs. That’s really all you need. Finally, if you don’t have any grassy 
areas to teach them safety while they are driving game, use your parking 
lot. 
The point is this: your students will learn more by doing and having you 
critique them than they will by simply watching a DVD or listening to you 
lecture. Other students, likewise, will learn more by watching their 
classmates and critiquing them, as well. Oh, don’t skip over the indoor stuff. 
Slides, DVDs, demonstrations, getting them to participate in discussions 
are all important, too. But, afterwards, take them outside and reinforce what 
they’ve learned with some hands-on activity. They’ll love it…and you’ll love 
the results. 
Youngsters today are used to being entertained. They are participants 
whether they’re playing a number of sports, texting one another, playing 
video games, or doing homework on their computers. What they are not 
used to is sitting for long periods of time and listening to someone tell them 
how to do something. They are easily bored and quickly tire of sitting in one 
spot for even a little while. As one wise old sage said a long time ago, “The 
mind can absorb only so long as the seat can endure.” Do you want your 
hunter education students to absorb more? Get them out of their chairs. 
Take them outside. 
 

  



 

Safely crossing a fence with a long gun 
is part of the outdoor segment. Hunter 
education instructors Matt Schultz (left) 
and Curt Miller assist and critique as 
many as 100 students in each class. 

 

 

Instructors Tony Wight (left) and Jay 
Pegher demonstrate the parts of a full 
body tree stand harness. Shoulder straps 
on Jay’s harness are covered by an 
attached camo vest and are not visible. 

 


