The Educating of a Professional Care Giver

The history of the development of the educational process in Veterinary Technology has many similar features to that of Nursing.  The recognition of the need for a formal educational process to train Nurses occurred about 150 years ago.  The first program dedicated to the training of veterinary assistants was founded at the Canine Nurses Institute in England in 1908.

Florence Nightingale is regarded as the founder of modern nursing.  Her experiences organizing nurses during the Crimean War proved how invaluable nurses are in caring for patients.  Patient mortality significantly dropped where her nurses served.  She also believed in the importance of basic scientific knowledge combined with hands on experience in the development of an effective, educated and caring nurse. In 1860 she opened the Nightingale Training School for Nurses in England.  
Florence Nightingale’s school was the first of many “diploma” schools of nursing that flourished for the next hundred years.  These schools issued certificates of completion and were closely associated with individual hospitals. In fact, most large hospitals in Europe and North America had their own diploma school of nursing. The students worked within the hospital providing “cheap” labor during their training. These schools gave the students a lot of hands-on experience. As the number of programs evolved these schools began to digress from the Nightingale model and little basic science and theoretical knowledge was taught.  Each school of nursing had its own curriculum, program length and requirements. 

On a much smaller scale, veterinarians have been training veterinary technicians within their practices.  On the job trained technicians are much like the diploma school nurses.  Lots of hands on experience with little to no basic science or theoretical knowledge characterizing the education of an on the job trained technician and nurse.  


In the early 1950’s the National League of Nursing Education offered nursing schools a program of accreditation.  This program specified curriculum, length of study and required each school to meet specific outcomes such as graduates passing a minimum competency test.  During the 1960’s and 1970’s many diploma nursing schools either closed or became associated with universities.  Thus the curricula changed and the diplomas turned into degrees granted by the university.  The basic nursing degree is an associate’s degree; however bachelor, masters and doctorate of philosophy degrees are now attainable in nursing.

Walter Collins, DVM, is considered the “father of veterinary technology” in the US.  In the 1960’s he developed model curricula for the training of veterinary technicians.  During this same decade, Ralston Purina Company offered a correspondence course training animal technicians.  The State University of New York at Delhi established the first animal technician education program in 1961.  The US Army developed a Veterinary Care Specialist course at Walter Reed Army Hospital.  These specialists provided needed veterinary assistance during the Vietnam War caring for the US military animals as well as indigenous livestock.

The American Veterinary Medical Association established an advisory committee on Animal Technicians in 1968.  This advisory committee evolved into the Committee on Accreditation of Training for Animal Technicians (CATAT) in 1972.  In 1976 the U.S. Office of Education recognized the CATAT as the accrediting body for animal technician training programs.  Today the AVMA has accredited over one hundred veterinary technology programs including four distance learning programs across North America.  These programs grant either associates or bachelor degrees in veterinary or applied science.


Veterinary Technicians are involved with far more areas of practice than their human nursing counterparts.  In addition to patient care the Veterinary Technician performs laboratory tests, takes radiographs, assists in surgery, administers and monitors anesthesia, and assists in many aspects of hospital management.  Accredited programs of Veterinary Technology must expose the students to all aspects of the Veterinary Technician’s job.  In addition the basic science and humanity courses round out the educational experience.   The laboratory classes provide a foundation of hands-on skills.  The accreditation process assures uniform educational curricula and positive outcomes with graduates meeting minimum basic skills and knowledge in all aspects of the veterinary technician’s job.   

Massachusetts is one of a minority of states that still allow on the job trained individuals to work in the capacity of a veterinary technician.  OJT individuals may not have the breadth of educational experience and thus lack the “big picture” perspective that graduate veterinary technicians have.  The basic science and theoretical education provided to graduate veterinary technicians favors an employee that can adapt to different circumstances and adjust as circumstances change.  OJT employees may be highly skilled but lack the background to make decisions when the situation deviates from the norm. As the public demands more of us as veterinary professionals, we will be expecting more of our veterinary technicians.  The graduate Veterinary Technician is capable of rising to such an occasion.   
