
DOGS IN SCHOOLS 
T H E  A I M  O F  T H I S  R E P O R T  I S  T O  E N D E A V O U R  T O

A N S W E R  T H E  Q U E S T I O N :  S H O U L D  D O G S  B E  I N
S C H O O L S  A N D  H O W  C A N  W E  D O  I T  S A F E L Y ?

We are concerned, however, that schools choosing to have a full time dog in their

school have not considered all the risksCanine Comprehension works in over 40

schools around Victoria, tutoring students and helping them connect with their

education.  This is done with a highly trained therapy dog and a highly experienced

tutor. Our dog and tutor teams receive wonderful feedback about the success of our

programs, so it is no surprise that it is often suggested that because Canine

Comprehension programs have been so successful - teachers at school, with a

friendly dog should be able to bring their own dog into the school.  

 

The risks associated with having a working dog in a school need to be carefully taken

into consideration.  At the moment there is no governing body in Australia to oversee

such working dogs and their handlers, nor are there agreed expectations around the

animals’ welfare. Canine Comprehension has spent 10 years building a business

model to ensure that all safety requirements and animal ethics are well considered

and risk factors are significantly lowered. Our staff are trained to know how to

manage a dog in a busy classroom.  This structure enables students and therapy

dogs to remain safe and happy in our care. 

 

. 

OUR CONCERNS
W E  A R E  C O N C E R N E D  T H A T  S C H O O L S  C H O O S I N G  T O  H A V E  A
F U L L  T I M E  D O G  I N  T H E I R  S C H O O L  H A V E  N O T  C O N S I D E R E D

A L L  T H E  R I S K S .  

So what are the risks? 

 

We see the risks as threefold: 

the dog must be safe with the children  

the dog must be healthy and zoonosis free  

the working dogs welfare must be taken into consideration. 

 

The dog must be safe with the children  

 

When considering how safe a dog is for work around children, one must really know how to read the finer

details of dog body language and dog training to a high level to be able to judge if the dog in question does

have the right temperament and training. For instance many people think their dogs would be safe in a

classroom or school playground because they are good with the children in the family and home environment.

 Therapy dogs working in schools must be tested in situations where there is a great deal of noise, a lot of

movement, different smells and foods as distraction, as well as having a handler who is focused both on the

dog and on the children. Even if a therapy dog has worked in environments such as nursing homes and

hospitals, a school is yet a very different challenge. There is a saying in dog training: “Untrained is unknown.”

and if the handler hasn’t trained for a busy school environment they simply do not know if their dog would be

suited to and safe for such work. 
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When a dog is distracted by noise, movement and smells they can experience sensory overload.  It is difficult for

a dog who is not familiar to this situation to still pay attention, trust and react to their handler’s commands.

Imagine a dog that is feeling overwhelmed by their situation and they are on a lead.  Like all animals in a

threatening situation, they have three choices: Fight, Flight or Freeze.  Flight has been taken away due to the

restraints of the lead - other options for the dog are Freeze and hope for the best or Fight.  One reaction is not

ethical for a working dog, the other is not acceptable for a dog working around people.  When handlers, who are

not able to read dog body language put their dogs into situations where the dog is stressed, there will inevitably

be a situation where the overwhelmed dog feel they have to freeze or defend themselves. 

 

“Dog bites do not come out of the blue - they occur when handlers are not paying attention, or do not know

what to pay attention to in the first place.” It is simply a fact that most people working in schools are not dog

trainers.  They are not expected to be able to read all of the subtle signs that dogs show when intimidated or

needing a break. Reading dog body language goes much further than looking at a shaking or tucked tail.  Trainers

are taught to look at subtle eye movements, avoidance, repetitive behaviours, back straightening and different

types of panting behaviour (to name a few!). All tutors at Canine Comprehension continue their dog training

experience through our dog schools and are mentored by a head dog trainer Sarah Macdonald, Director of

Canine Comprehension.  They attend meetings online every week to discuss any behaviours that may need

addressing.   Maintaining a safe dog in a classroom is an ongoing effort, which means constant training on the

dog and tutor’s part.  

 

Our therapy dogs have also been tested in many different high distraction environments.  There is a huge amount

of dedicated training to ensure a therapy dog is as safe as possible in a school.  All Canine Comprehension

therapy dogs must have completed their certification course and updates with the well respected Lead the Way

Institute.  “This intensive course, is designed to provide a solid foundation to begin your work in professional

therapeutic settings. The course provides a comprehensive background to Therapy-Dog training with the Canine

Leadership System, handling, socialisation, psychology, body language, and Canine Good Behaviour Shaping. It

also provides information to help get [our tutors] started in Animal-Assisted Interventions, including how Human-

Animal Interactions (HAI) are beneficial, how to manage ethical and legal issues, and understanding occupational

health and safety. At the end of this course, [our tutors] have the skills to begin working together in professional

therapy settings.” 

 

Our dogs have also done training in festivals, workshops, presentations, working at music and sport events and

even training around farm animals. All of this training not only helps normalise energy experiences for the dog

but also allows the handler and dog to work together with high-level distraction and be able to continue to do

their job.  All therapy dogs are able to hold a drop-stay for up to an hour at a time, they must heel with the owner

when walking through schools,  they have been taught food refusal and a number of other obedience and trick

training exercises so the tutors can get the most out of them in the classroom. 

 

A friendly dog owned by a school principal or a teacher does not usually have this rigorous amount of training

and professional learning and when the dog does not know how to react in a new situation and the handler does

not know what to look for in the dog’s behaviour, it can lead to serious consequences such as intimidation of a

young person or even a dog bite. 
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The dog must be healthy and zoonosis free. 

 

The second point is in relation to Zoonosis and the dog’s

physical health. “There are many disease agents that can

cause disease in multiple species of animals including

humans. These diseases are called zoonosis. People are

exposed to the bacteria, protozoa, fungi, viruses and

parasites that cause zoonosis in a number of ways and

therefore anyone working with or handling animals needs

to know about zoonosis and the precautions they must

take to minimise their risk of infection.” For a therapy dog

to be working with the public, a strict flea and worming

schedule should be in place and regularly checked by a

vet. Dogs should have health checks on a continuous

basis to make sure that the dog doesn’t have an ear

infection, teeth infections, sore paws, skin irritation etc. as

this may mean the dog is a little bit more sensitive and

may react to being touched over his body.   

 

Our young people must be healthy to handle the dogs.

Management of allergies is also a consideration at Canine

Comprehension. We require a medical form to be filled

out with all of our students in relation to allergies such as

hayfever and asthma. “As the main source of dog allergen

is saliva, dander (shed skin particles) and hair can both

help spread the allergen. Therefore all breeds of dog can

potentially cause allergies, although some may not shed

as much hair and dander (and therefore allergen) as

others.” Our therapy dogs come in all breeds, we avoid

the dogs licking people, make sure they spend much of

their time on their mat and keep them as clean as

possible to minimise the risk of a student or staff member

having an allergic reaction.  So dog cleanliness is also a

high priority at Canine Comprehension.  We ensure that

our dogs are bathed within three days of visiting a school

and we maintain the same cleanliness expectations for

our dogs working in schools as a therapy dog would

working in a hospital. By working towards maintaining the

highest standards in the industry we are able to inform

schools and parents with confidence that our dogs are

healthy, happy, clean and most importantly safe.  

Dogs who work in schools s need to be able to hold
a drop and 'switch off' in busy surroundings, so the

tutors know they are relaxed, happy and safe to
work with young people.

Therapy dogs in schools must feel comfortable
with hugging and thrive in the busy environment

of a classroom.
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The working dogs welfare must be taken into consideration. 

 

Unfortunately, there is are no uniform expectations or government sanctioned industry standards for the welfare

of working therapy dogs in Australia at the moment.  Canine Comprehension trains its Tutors with and follow the

Australian based Lead that Way Institute, which founded the Animal-Assisted Intervention Association of

Australia (AAIAA). The AAIAA provides guidance, leadership and certainty in guidelines and standards of practice

for AAI in Australia.   Canine Comprehension also uses the UK, Department for Environment, Food and Rural

Affairs’, Code of Practice for the Welfare of Dogs (2018) as a guide which states that handlers should: 

 

“- Provide your dog with a safe, clean, quiet environment. Make sure that you provide adequate protection from

hazards. 

- Provide your dog with a comfortable, clean, dry, quiet, draught-free rest area, which has appropriate ventilation

and is lit either naturally or artificially. 

- Provide your dog with somewhere they can go to avoid things that frighten them. 

- If your dog is kept in a kennel, you should check them frequently and ensure they are not in danger or

distressed. 

- Provide your dog with access to an appropriate place, away from their resting area, which they can use as a

toilet area regularly as needed and at least every few hours. 

- Make sure that any place you leave your dog is large enough to provide, at all times, a comfortable area with

effective ventilation and temperature control, and that your dog is able to move around to ensure its comfort,

avoiding becoming too hot or too cold. 

- When you transport your dog make sure they are comfortable and safe at all times. 

- Do not leave your dog unattended in situations, or for periods of time that are likely to cause them distress or

render them unsafe. 

- Keep your dog under control and safe at all times and do not let them stray.”  

 

Our Tutors and Trainers themselves are a great source of information when it comes to working with therapy

dogs.  Canine Comprehension takes staff professional development seriously and holds weekly meetings to

discuss issues that may arise with dog handling in classrooms.  We run weekend dog training sessions at two

locations in Melbourne, where Tutors are encouraged to bring their therapy dogs for ‘top up’ training sessions

when they feel the need, as well as compulsory Therapy Dog Training sessions for the whole staff each

semester. 

Dogs working in schools
cannot be expected to
spend their entire day

with students and in busy
office areas as it will lead
to anxiety and burn out.
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The purposes of Canine Comprehension seeking to follow

such standards is to to provide our Trainers and Tutors with

practical guidance to help them to comply with the best

practice for working with their dogs . No set of standards can

tell them precisely how to care for their therapy dog but it

does summarise important things they should know and what

to do when making decisions about their standard of care.  As

well as ethical concerns of working with animals, Canine

Comprehension wishes to give our therapy dogs a long,

happy and healthy working life.  To do this we employ the

best standards from Australia and overseas. 

 

When conversing with school leaders about acquiring a

school dog it is often the case that many of these standards

are overlooked.  The bullet points that refer to providing a

dog with a safe, clean, quiet environment, away from hazards

and places that frighten them can be very difficult for a

school to manage with a full time dog. The working school

dog would require a place to rest away from noise of the

school that they feel safe in and to still be managed by a staff

member. Often this place can be an office or classroom -

these places do not often feel safe to dogs as the constant

noise and coming and going of people make them

unpredictable in the dog’s eyes. 

 

We at Canine Comprehension work very hard for a trusting

bond to be built by the Tutor and Therapy dog.  This trust is

developed through time, training and, most importantly, living

with the dog.  This trust allows our dogs to go into busy

schools and feel relaxed enough to focus on their job

because they know their owner/Tutor can be trusted to take

the lead in every situation. It is concerning when schools talk

about acquiring a ‘shared’ school dog, who goes home with

different members of staff.  Dogs naturally look for leadership

and if a leader is not clearly established in a dog’s mind, the

dog will often take on the burden of pack leadership.

 Meaning, the dog will feel it has to take charge of the

humans in their world. By passing the dog from human to

human, we are are causing them to become pushy, mentally

unstable, unpredictable often with stress and/or anxiety…

traits to be avoided in a therapy dog! 

As our dogs are driven from school to school,
their day has scheduled breaks where our tutors
can take them to a local park to have a good run

and just be a dog again.
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In summary 

 

We see the benefit of dogs working with young people every day.  Dogs in schools can soothe worried minds

and gently calm wriggly bodies, (our work is underpinned by current research in neuroscience and neurobiology),

create a more positive learning environment, an opportunity to further build quality peer relationships and foster

a safe place where students feel accepted.  Generally therapy dogs create an inviting and warm environment

and increase feelings of relaxation by a comforting presence during tough times.  However without a dedicated,

whole school approach to nurture and care for a therapy dog where considerations such as: the dog must be

trained to be safe with the children, the dog must be healthy and zoonosis free and the dogs welfare must be

taken into consideration, a full-time school dog could be more risky to the reputation of the school and

dangerous to the staff and students than initially thought. 

Canine Comprehension run dog schools around Melbourne.  By being involved in the dog training world
we are able to make sure all tutors and their therapy dogs have access to ongoing training.

Written by Sarah Macdonald,  

Director of Canine Comprehension. 

August 2018 

 

Sarah is both a Teacher and Professional Dog Trainer.  She has taught English in

Australia and overseas. She holds a Ba  Arts (History/Politics) and a Masters in

Teaching.  Sarah has been a curriculum developer in secondary schools and

adult education.  By being involved in both education and dog training, Sarah

saw the opportunity to use obedient dogs to help students learn. 

 

Sarah presents around Australia and internationally.  

If you would like Sarah to discuss our approach to safe dogs in school, feel free

to get in contact. 
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