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Windy City wisdom
February 6, 2009 : 6:54 PM ET

The Safe Humane Chicago (SHC) youth leaders will be addressing their
largest audience to date when they appear live on Sunday, February 8, on
Steve Dale’s “Pet Central” program.

Listeners in Chicago can tune in to WGN-AM; the rest of the world can hear
the show by going to www.wgnradio.com. The program airs from 8 to 10
p.m. CST.

The students, from Walter Payton High School, have had plenty of practice
teaching the SHC Kids, Animals and Kindness program to more than 900
inner-city children from eight grammar schools. But this is the first time they’ll
have such a broad audience to talk about the necessity of spay/neuter, the
dangers of dog fighting and the importance of applying the Golden Rule to
not just people but all living beings.

Youth leaders Keli, Anisha and Kaitie
will be among those talking with Dale
on the air. They’re confident of the
subject matter, but they’re a little
worried about the “no do-overs” that
come with live radio.

“If you mess up, there’s no going back,”
said Keli. “There’s no script. But I think
I know the material pretty well, so I’m
not too worried.”

Kaitie said, “Well, it’s a little nerve-
wracking because so many people will
be listening. But it is a great opportunity
to reach a big audience.”
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Anisha, Keli and Stephany

Kaitie and Isabelle

Anisha said if there was only one thing
she could drive home to listeners, it
would be the importance of instilling the
concepts of kindness and compassion
at an early age.

“I’ve talked to a lot of kids who don’t
realize that animals have feelings like

we do,” she says. “And if you start them off thinking about compassion, then
they’ll grow up with compassion instead of violence. We start with them and
we create safer communities.”

Dale agrees. During a phone interview, the celebrated radio host referred
to the Youth Leaders Program as “astounding.”

“If you reach young people, you make change,” he says. “I’ve talked to this
group before, and they’re learning about animal welfare on a college level.
And here’s the really amazing thing: these kids are teachers. Now, I could go
in and talk to a group of second graders or fourth graders, but I wouldn’t do
nearly as well as these high school students because they’re cool. I’m not so
cool.”

The fact that the SHC youth leaders
are attracting so much attention doesn’t
surprise Michelle Mowery, the Walter
Payton teacher who pitched the idea of
offering the program as an official
school course. In fact, she predicts this
radio show will be the first of many
media requests for the group.

“This program is going to take off,” she
says. “I see the Youth Leaders
Program growing into a national
anti-violence campaign.”

The Youth Leaders Program triples as
school credit, community service
(mandatory to graduate) and
participation in Safe Humane Chicago.
Many of the students have participated
since the beginning; others are learning
about animal welfare for the first time.
SHC principal director Cynthia Bathurst
believes many youth leaders will go on
to pursue careers in animal welfare.

“Some students want to be vets, some animal-law experts, some family-
welfare professionals,” she says. “Whatever their careers, they will
incorporate what they have learned about role models, leadership, good
communication, respect and positive relationships with animals and people
alike in their everyday lives. We’ll have a better world as a result.”

The youth leaders are looking forward to a couple of other big events: a visit
from the producers of the Chicago Police Department’s "CrimeWatch" news
team during their next grammar school visit and their week-long spring-break
trip to Best Friends Animal Society. Best Friends has been the national
sponsor of Safe Humane Chicago for more than a year.

Written by Amy Abern
Photos by Amy Abern

As part of Best Friends’ 25th anniversary in 2009, our goal is to double our
membership, so we can double our efforts to bring about a time when all
companion animals have a forever home. What can you do to help? Give
the Gift of a Best Friends membership to family and friends.
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February 13, 2009 : 5:36 PM ET
posted by: jmuhj

WAY TO GO CHICAGO! This is exactly what's needed locally and nationally
to get a very, very troubled society back on track. BIG props to the kids and
of course, to Best Friends! and everyone else on board. Keep up the great
work.

February 8, 2009 : 10:50 PM ET
posted by: duckyjd

I know they'll do a great job. Looking forward to a follow-up story on how it
went!

February 7, 2009 : 6:10 PM ET
posted by: cambridgeratmom

And when kids teach other kids, that's peer pressure at its best.
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