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Cats

When cats visit classrooms, it is inappropriate 
to subject them to any procedures other than 
observation, discussion of behaviour and 
limited, well-supervised handling.

In general, cats are not considered suitable 
animals for housing at school. Government 
schools should note that the department’s 
document Implementing the Environmental 
Education Policy in your School (2001) advises 
that school neighbours should be encouraged 
to keep their cats inside at night.

Varietal range difference

Many different and distinct breeds exist. Cats 
can usually be divided into two groups:

•	 Long hairs

•	 Short hairs.

Physical attributes

Length: 50–70 cm head to tail tip 

Weight: 3–7 kg 

Breeding age: from 4–5 months old 

Number of offspring: 1–9 

Weaning age: 5–8 weeks 	

Gestation period: 58–65 days 

Healthy characteristics: temperature: 37.5°C 

Heart rate: 70–150/minute 

Respiration rate: 20–100/minute.

Environment

Cats like safe, secure areas to sleep in and 
tend to like height where possible. A box 
enclosed on three sides or an open transport 
basket are suitable. They like bedding, so 
washable blankets or towels are very suitable.

Cats bury their faeces and urine so, when 
kept indoors, they must be provided with a 
litter tray. This is best made of plastic to allow 
for easy, regular cleaning and disinfecting. It 
should contain fresh soil, wood shavings or 
some other absorbent material designed for 
this purpose. The litter should be changed 
at least once daily to prevent a build-up of 
contaminated material and odours. Good 
ventilation is important. Litter trays need to be 
in a quiet area where there is minimal chance 
of students disrupting the cat.

Food and water requirements

Cats must be fed a balanced and nutritious diet 
appropriate to their level of development.

Weaned kittens, up to three months old, must 
be fed twice a day or can be fed ad lib as they 
learn to eat only what they require. 

Older cats, which have been fed at certain 
times, should not be changed to ad lib feeding 
as they tend to gorge and overeat, leading to 
obesity. 

Scientific name: Felis domesticus
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Adult cats must be fed at least once a day. 
Every adult animal should be fed from an 
individual, clean food bowl. Pregnant or 
lactating cats should be fed at least twice daily. 

A cat’s food must be stored and prepared 
hygienically to ensure that it remains fresh and 
uncontaminated. 

Fresh water must be freely available at all 
times.

Handling

Cats need to be handled calmly and with 
care to prevent distress and injury to both the 
animals and the handlers.

Cats should be lifted by supporting their chest 
and rump. They should not be pulled up by the 
front legs and adult cats should not be lifted by 
the scruff.

Cats should be transported in a secure wire, 
plastic, wood or a strong, cardboard container.

Normal behaviour

Cats are solitary in the wild but enjoy human 
company when raised domestically. They 
normally sleep for much of the day and, 
when awake, spend a lot of time grooming 
themselves.

Cats use claws and teeth for defence and, if 
aggressive, over stimulated or threatened, they 
may scratch and bite.

Cats showing difficult temperaments should 
not be used in the school situation. It is 
suggested that any resident cat be desexed at 
the appropriate age.

Disease prevention

Disease control methods and internal and 
external parasite control programs should be 
developed in consultation with a veterinarian. 
All activities should be documented in the 
appropriate records.

Signs of illness

A sick cat may show any of the following:

•	 lethargy 

•	 loss of appetite 

•	 unkempt coat 

•	 lameness

•	 coughing 

•	 sneezing 

•	 diarrhoea 

•	 excessive dribbling 

•	 drooping tongue

•	 runny eyes or nose.

Cats suffering stress often display one or more 
signs of ill-health. If the ill-health continues, 
the cat should be removed from the classroom 
situation.

If unable to identify and correct the cause of 
ill-health, assistance should be sought from 
a veterinarian who is familiar with cats. Any 
signs of illness or injury, and treatments given, 
should be documented in the appropriate 
records.

Euthanasia

In the case of an animal becoming so sick, 
diseased or injured that recovery is unlikely 
or undesirable on humane grounds, then 
euthanasia must be arranged with a local 
veterinarian. 

Disposal

A disposal plan needs to be considered before 
using an animal in any program.

Suggested resources

Websites
American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Animals (ASPCA): 
www.aspca.org/media

www.schools.nsw.edu.au/animalsinschools/index.htm
www.aspca.org/media 
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Australian and New Zealand Council for the 
Care of Animals in Research and Teaching: 
www.adelaide.edu.au/ANZCCART

Dumb Friends League: 
www.ddfl.org/tips.htm

RSPCA: 
www.rspca.org.au

University of Sydney (Faculty of Veterinary 
Science) 
www.library.usyd.edu.au/VEIN/links/cats.html

Printed texts
Davis, K.C. (2000) The Cat Handbook, Barron’s 

Pet Handbooks, New York.

Fogle, B. (1995) The Cat’s Mind, Penguin, 
England.

Approved activities: cats

Please note: 

The categories of activities are explained in Table 
2, on page 16, in Part A of these guidelines.

The letters and numbers used in approved 
activities correspond to those detailed in Table 3, 
Description of Activities, on pages 17–19 of Part A 
of these guidelines.

A.	 Very low impact activities:
•	 Observation of the normal behaviour of 

animals (Category 1)

	 In the classroom situation, it is unlikely 
that students will be able to observe the 
normal behaviour of a cat. Observation 
may be an appropriate homework 
activity.

B.	 Low impact activities:
•	 Capture, restraint and handling  

(Category 2)

	 Students must be instructed on 
appropriate methods of handling. Do 
not allow too many students to handle 
a cat at the same time.

www.schools.nsw.edu.au/animalsinschools/index.htm
www.adelaide.edu.au/ANZCCART
www.ddfl.org/tips.htm
http://www.rspca.org.au
www.library.usyd.edu.au/VEIN/links/cats.html

