
The role of canines of AAI is beginning to be well documented.  Well socialised and well trained 
therapy-dogs (like Minnie and Oscar) provide great benefit to a range of people.  Literature exploring the 
field of AAI refers often to the role dogs play - in face dogs are the single commonly used animal for AAI 
(Nimer & Lundahl, 2007) as the are easily transportable, adaptable and trainable.  A dogs ability to 
positively engage people is possible unique among all companion animals and research on canine 
cognition focuses on the dogs ability to read human social cues, body language and even emotions.  
 
The meta analysis of the literature (Nimer & Lundahl, 2007) report that AAIs are associated with 
improvements in four main areas. 1. Autism spectrum syndrome (through positive social interactions and 
communications). 2. Medical difficulties 3. Behavioural problems (such as verbal resistance, aggression, 
violence and compliance with rules and 4. Emotional wellbeing (such as anxiety, fear and depression.) 
Our work with Berry Street and Department of Health and Human Services has seen Minnie and Oscar 
work with 'At Risk' students - for these students having positive interactions, learning about reading body 
language, working through anxieties and following rules are secondary to the education component we 
deliver.  The AAI's with Minnie and Oscar mean these kids can practice social engagement in a relaxed, 
positive and safe environment. (See our letter from Berry Street, attached.) 
 
For kids with anxiety and school refusal the use of the therapy dog as social lubricant cannot be denied 
(Menzies, 2003; Kogan, Granger, Gitchett, Helmer & Young, 1999; Baker, Pandurangi & Best, 2003). 
There are numerous studies citing the benefit of being with a dog, they show that having a dog present 
will increase a persons likelihood of having positive social interactions with others (Mallon, 1994; Hart, 
2000) Studies where kids are able to take the dog for short walks (Fine, 2000) show improved therapeutic 
outcomes for clients.  As all of our programs are created with the specific students and their challenges in 
mind, we are able to create lessons which make the most out of the dog / client relationship.  Studies have 
shown that leanings and effects from these AAIs can last well into 12 months after the client has worked 
with the dog (Barker et. al, 2003) 
 
Students will often open up in these sessions in ways they would not without a dog present.  We are able 
to discuss anxieties, fears and challenges by talking about how the dog would deal with them.  We have 
had some really interesting group talks with students who are able to empathise when the dog is nervous 
or resistant to learning something new.  Hanselman (2001) recommends that group interventions with 
your people should consist of at least 10 sessions to make sustained behaviour change.  Because of this 
we encourage schools to purchase at least 2 of our 5 lesson packages so the group is able to build a 
relationship with myself and the dog and work through various exercises. 
 
Children with social anxiety often have trouble meeting new people and trusting them in new situations.  I 
used to be a teacher (without a dog) and I now know the difference in how kids trust you faster and easier 
when you have a dog by your side.  Friedman (2000) cites a number of studies where people with animals 
are seen as significantly more friendly, less threatening and happier than those without.  It is easier for me 
to do my job, get kids to trust, listen and communicate with a therapy dog by my side. 
 
In terms of behavioral interventions, we work with students who have trouble following rules, overacting 
to classmates and choosing aggression to settle a disagreement.  We run lessons where students teach the 



dog how to sit and work on their voice control.  The dog has been trained to ignore the student if they are 
not using their voice correctly (yelling or whispering) and we discuss how their body language effects 
your communication with the dog.  The dog will only do the command if the student communicates 
"correctly".  A number of studies have explored the benefits of teaching a dog a skill (like sit or drop) in 
an effort to target those who can be aggressive and non compliant. Kogan, Granger, Fitchett, Helmer & 
Young, 1999 report that dog training intervention (just like the courses we run) resulted in improved pro 
social behaviour such as eye contact, smiling and posture and a reduction in negative behaviour. 
 
We have had experience working with students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and studies have 
also supported our observational findings (Nimer & Lundadl, 2007; Mallon, 1992) that the fact that dogs 
are non judgmental and provide an intrinsic motivation to connect  our ASD students engage more often 
than usually in class.  Studies from Sams, Fortney & Willenbring, 2006 and Grandin, Fine & Bowers, 
2010 see improved connections with children with ASD due to the fact that dog communication is less 
complex and can be easily predicted.  We often use this predictability in our lessons when I am able to tell 
the students what the dog will do next.  For example when Oscar doesn't want to play anymore he will 
turn to the wall and disengage.  Kids with ASD understand this reaction, it gives us an opportunity to take 
about why we disengage, how others read this choice and our other options. 
 
I am in the unique position of holding a Masters in Teaching as well as being a professional dog trainer 
who specialises in Animal Assisted Therapy.  When I was working full time in schools I would work with 
teachers on how to use Mindfulness in the classroom to get the kids be be aware of their fears, choices 
and learning.  I do this now, but we use the dogs as tools to connect children with mindfulness exercises. 
In fact I have just written a series of blogs on this topic, which later will be published in the "Your Child" 
magazine.  I am sure we could use some of these exercise with your students and incorporate it into a 
larger program. 
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