Canine Comprehension
2017 Overview from our student and teacher evaluations.
Basic Information
Contact details.

Our mission.

•

Canine Comprehension

•

Director, Sarah Macdonald

•

7 Keats Court Boronia, VIC, 3155

•

0421490188

•

sarah@caninecomprehension.com.au

Canine Comprehension offers a unique and fun approach to education. Our DogAssisted Learning methods allow our dedicated team of tutors to establish a safe
learning environment where students can explore and enjoy their education.
The Team
Canine Comprehension Tutors are a group of passionate and experienced allied
health professionals, educators and dog trainers who share a vision of creating
more harmonious therapeutic relationships between humans and dogs.
We Strive
To provide the most professional and accessible services that connect our young
people with certified therapeutic dogs for improved wellbeing and life long
learning.
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Section B: Overview
Our contribution to the
welfare of young people in
Victoria.

We run Animal Assisted therapy programs which aim to re-engage students. All
schools participating in our programs have selected a cohort of students that
they believe are particularly at risk of disengaging from their education and at
risk of falling further behind from their peers.
A Canine Comprehension teaching professional/dog handler and therapy dog
delivers the 8 week program.
Sessions are 45- 60 minutes (or school period length) with 6-8 students in each
session, running for 8 weeks in either Term 3 or Term 4, 2018. Sessions focus
on unpacking anxiety and emotions, looking at strategies to assist with anxiety,
mindfulness techniques, developing inter personal and social skills including
listening, team building and verbal communication skills.
Without intensive support for these cohorts of students, the issues identified
above may negatively impact on students’ educational engagement through
higher rates of absenteeism, more fragile social connection with peers and
teachers, and disengagement from curriculum.
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Section C: Strengthening the school community, one student at a time.
How has Canine
Comprehension’
s programs
strengthened,
educated or
supported the
community?

In our program we are able to discuss anxieties, fears and challenges by talking about
how the dog would deal with them and encouraging the development of empathy.
Our programs run for 8 weeks within a school term. 6-10 students attend the program.
We run programs which cater for all K-12 students from all learning levels, including
ADHD, ASD and ID. The schools are able to choose from the following programs:
•

Communication on the Inside and Out (Primary & Secondary): A focus on increasing
happiness and reducing anxiety at school. For students to be aware of verbal and
nonverbal communication including tone of voice, body language, gestures, face to
face conversations etc. How internal self-talk affects how we feel and our
relationships with others.

● Friendship and Responsibility: Helping young people become responsible for their
actions needs to be taught explicitly. It’s a life skill of choosing to take action and doing it!
This program explores the fact that a dog is a living, breathing creature, just like them,
and that it has the same kinds of physical and emotional needs. Caring for a dog creates
a sense of empathy and a respect for life. It teaches commitment and consistency, and it
builds self-confidence.
● What we have lost: An increasing number of young people are experiencing serious
grief through loss of parents or close friends/family. This is a safe space to talk about
loss. By including our dogs when discussing such issues our bodies produce health
inducing hormones such as oxytocin, dopamine and endorphins. Our therapy dogs
provide a purely nonjudgmental space for young people to explore their loss in a non
judgmental setting
● Embrace the transition (Primary to Secondary/moving to Senior): Designed to
work with students who struggle with change, making friendships and school work, this
program combines all the positive elements our other Animal Assisted Education
programs as well as giving a solid foundation to start the new school year. Canine
Comprehension will provide information to the school contact on how best to identify
students for this program
The 4 intended objectives that the Animal Assisted Therapy Program is designed to
achieve are:
1. Decrease in anxiety levels
2. Increase in peer connectedness
3. Increase in emotion regulation
4. Overall Object: Students are more connected to curriculum and to school
There is now a strong evidence base that the Animal Assisted Therapy Program can
meet these intended outcomes. A total of 439 students completed the program in
Whittlesea, Yarra/Darebin and Moreland in Terms 3 and 4, 2017. Student evaluations
were received from 341 out of a total of 439 students that completed the program and
therefore the data provides a good representation of the student cohort that completed
the AAT Program. Some of the key findings of this evaluation were:
• An average of 69% of students reported that they ‘feel less anxious now than when they
started the program’.
• 85% of staff reported an increase in emotion regulation.
• 77% of staff reported that students who participated are more engaged in school now.
• 65% of students reported that they ‘feel better about coming to school now’.
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How has the
programs
enhanced the
lives of
community
members.

Some students have a hard time at school and can struggle with their learning and
friendships as a result. Through weekly attendance at our Group Program, our students
now have more positive feelings about themselves and their school. The presence of a
dog can make awkward or tough conversations a little easier because the focus is not on
the students. As a result, your students feel less anxious, more in control of their
emotions, or have made some new friends.
Some quotes from our students who have completed a therapy dog program are:
‘This program is really good with kids who get anxiety’. - Student, Year 7
‘Learning how to connect/play with dogs and staying less anxious with dogs.’- Student,
Grade 6
‘I can calm myself down in mindfulness. I can get happy with Chachka and I can leave all
my bad days behind’. - Student, Grade 5
‘The best thing was being able to have some mindfulness time’. - Student, Primary
School.
‘I learnt so many techniques and emotions, that I have actually experienced. It also
helped me understand the importance of mindfulness’. - Student, Grade 6
‘This program really helped me realise the types of attitudes that I used towards myself
and how sometimes I need to be more positive towards myself’. - Student, Grade 6
A quote from a parent (resides in Melbourne) who have witnessed the change in
their child from a completed therapy dog program:
“Canine Comprehension was recommended by another tutor. Initially my daughter did
not want to have anything to do with a tutor, she now looks forward to attending her
sessions with Sarah and her dogs, she is disappointed if she has to miss a session!
Working with Canine Comprehension has been an amazing benefit to my daughter not
only on an academic level but an emotional level as well. My daughter has been able to
talk to Sarah, and Sarah is able to understand where my daughter is struggling with
different issues. Sarah has also worked with my daughters school. Of course, the dogs
always provide the additional comfort and my daughter looks forward to seeing them too.
Good tutoring, emotional as well as academic support, ability to liaise with the school,
ability to break down issued to make them more manageable and a lovely rapport with
my daughter are all reasons why I would recommend Canine Comprehension to others.”
A quote from a teacher (works in Melbourne) who have witnessed the change in
their students who have completed a therapy dog program:
"What a fantastic 8 weeks we have had with Gemma and George. Students have gone
away with more confidence and some with a love for dogs when before they were fearful.
Thanks so much! Should happen in every school!”
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How has the
program
achieved
successful
outcomes?
How has this
success been
measured?

Program and individual sessions focused on unpacking anxiety and emotions, looking
at strategies to assist with anxiety, mindfulness techniques, developing inter
personal and social skills including listening, team building and verbal
communication skills. Canine Comprehension delivered the sessions. Their dogs
are used as social lubricants, tools to calm students to allow them to open up
about issues/anxieties, and a metaphor for self. The dog therapists are then able
to discuss anxieties, fears and challenges by talking about how the dog would
deal with them and encouraging the development of empathy.
Below is the Staff Evaluation Data on observable behaviours regarding
student anxiety witnessed by supervising school staff members during the
AAT Program:
• Students identifying mindfulness 89%
• Students identifying and naming feelings 91%
• Using Cognitive Behavioural Therapies 79%
• Overall decreased levels of anxiety 75%
Below is the Student Reported Data Regarding anxiety:
• I learnt about Mindfulness Strategies 91%
• I am better at knowing and naming my feelings 82%
• I know more abut how my thoughts effect my behaviour and feelings 83%
• I feel less anxious now than when I started the program 69%
Students have been reported as saying:
“The best thing about this program is that it calmed me down and helped me to feel
less anxious. I felt very stressed a lot of the time before I started this program.”
Student, Year 11 – Yarra/Darebin
“The program had a huge impact on my anxiety and has helped me overcome
it.” Student, Year 9 - Moreland
“The best thing about this program is giving me confidence and not always being
anxious” ͛ Student, Year 7 - Moreland
Here is the Staff Evaluation Data on observable behaviours regarding student
peer connectedness witnessed by supervising school staff members during
the AAT Program:
• Talking more to peers 88%
• More peer support 86%
• Help seeking with peers 86%
• Overall increase in connection with peers 90%
Both the Staff and Student Evaluation Data confirm that the AAT Program has
achieved all 4 Intended Outcomes. Staff and Students have both reported that
student anxiety levels have decreased, students are more connected to their peers,
and students are better able to regulate their emotions. Overall, students are also
more engaged with school as a result of the Canine Comprehension Animal Assisted
Therapy Program.

5

The challenges
Canine
Comprehension
have faced
during the
implementation
of the school
programs.

The risks identified in the initial planning phase were:

How did we
overcome
these?

2. Dogs are rotated to avoid attachment

1. Students who are not appropriate for the program are referred.
2. Students become attached to the dog.
The strategies identified to mitigate these risks were:
1. Assessments are made by wellbeing staff on individual students to ensure they
are appropriate for referral.

Health concerns of students are taken very seriously at Canine Comprehension. Sarah,
Director of Canine Comprehension liaises with the teacher or school nurse so she is
made aware of any students who may have a health issue triggered by a dog in the
room. Depending on the severity of the health issue, the student may have to either
avoid contact, keep a safe distance, or even leave the room.
To limit allergens, dogs are washed the night before a visit. their teeth brushed and their
claws filed. They are also wiped down with baby wipes before, during and after a visit.
When the dogs are not interacting, they are laying down on a special mat, to avoid loose
dog hair dropping on the floor.
Zoonosis are diseases that can be communicated between animal and man. The dogs
are health checked by a vet regularly and are up to date with worm and flea treatments
as well as all their vaccinations, including kennel cough. One of the protocols Canine
Comprehension insists on when meeting a dog, is making sure clients wash their hands
with medicated soap before and after a visit. We find this is a good opportunity to teach
and reinforce proper hand washing techniques with the younger ones.
Dogs are trained to avoid toileting at work. If, however, there is an ‘accident’ faeces is
removed in accordance with council requirements and the spot disinfected straight away.
Additional Challenges identified throughout the program included:
Schools not having staff present to supervise program: this was mitigated by
reminding schools of their obligation to provide a supervising staff member (and in
some instances referring back to the Service Agreements)
Parent permission forms being sent to School Focussed Youth Service (SFYS)
coordinator instead of remaining with the Canine Comprehension Staff or not being
completed: Schools were told that students can only participate if permission forms
have been received and SFYS have returned all forms to Canine Comprehension.
Whilst running the AAT program this semester it became apparent that a portion
of school staff leading the student selection process required greater support in
ensuring referrals were consistently appropriate. Consequently, moving forward it
has been decided that in future we will we will provide greater feedback to schools
about how to make appropriate referrals to the program.
Significant difficulty obtaining student and staff surveys from several participating
schools at the conclusion of each term. Whilst this was partially predicted (thus,
the introduction of the mandatory signing of a Service Agreement) the workload
increase of coordinators to locate and ensure the completion of the surveys was
unprecedented. In an attempt to combat this SFYS Coordinators created a protocol
for Canine Comprehension to follow, as well as instructions for tutors to discuss
the evaluation process with students and staff.
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Contact us.
Director - Sarah Macdonald
sarah@caninecomprehension.com.au

Operations Manager - Louise McKenzie
louise@caninecomprehension.com.au

Education
Education@CanineComprehension.com.au

Accounts
Accounts@caninecomprehension.com.au
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