) 7/
44

Student Teacher Educational Research e-Journal,

-
S T E R Volume 7, 2026, pp 44-52. ISSN: 2712-0201

www.ster.ie
STUDENT TEACHER [ |
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

Student Article

Article 4, Vol 7, 2026

An exploration of the use of therapy dogs
in primary schools

Maria Maxwell

Professional Masters in Education
Marino Institute of Education

Maria Maxwell graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Education Studies (BSc.) from Marino Institute of
Education (MIE) in 2024. This article discusses some of the findings from the dissertation completed as part of
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INTRODUCTION

This article explores the benefits and challenges associated with using therapy dogs in primary education.
Canine therapy is an alternative therapeutic practice in which a dog acts in a supportive capacity for an
individual who may feel troubled or in need of support, as they can sense humans’ moods and actively try to
provide comfort when something is wrong (Dog Therapy, 2022). This study uses a qualitative approach to
explore the perspectives of special needs assistants, teachers, and parents from two primary schools. The
study aims to identify potential challenges that may hinder their widespread adoption, such as fear of dogs, as
in some countries, dogs are seen as filthy or a nuisance, while others view dogs as aggressive, which may instil
fear in children (Jalongo et al., 2004). Thematic analysis of interviews revealed that therapy dogs are used
similarly across schools to help children with anxiety or Autism. Participants reported that this support was
challenging because the fear of dogs was evident. Participants also shared how they overcame this to
promote the benefits of having a therapy dog in a school setting.
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INTRODUCTION:

Therapy dogs differ from service or guide dogs. For example, a service dog assisting a child with epilepsy is
specifically trained to identify signs of a seizure, or a guide dog helps an individual who is visually impaired to
be independent (Grové et al., 2021). However, therapy dogs are trained to provide support, offering comfort
to those in distress or in need of companionship (Grové et al., 2021). They are provided by organisations such
as My Canine Companion for schools to encourage, promote, and scaffold people during times of uncertainty
(MCC, 2024). For schools, this may occur when a child is reading, writing, or engaged in an activity. Although
therapy dogs play a unique role in schools, little is known about the realities of their use in school settings
(Grové et al., 2021). My research attempted to explore the reality on the ground for teachers and pupils.

The rationale for focusing on the use of therapy dogs was due to their unique capability to reduce children's
stress and anxiety when attending school. According to research, dog interventions lead to significantly lower
levels of stress among children with or without special educational needs in educational settings (Meints et
al., 2022). Therefore, this is particularly important in contemporary society as stress levels in school settings
remain high. An article from the Irish Times has shown that 346 children were approved for home tuition due
to mental health reasons and “school phobia” during the 2020/2021 school year (O’Brien, 2021). This
emphasises the importance of incorporating therapy dogs into educational settings and the need for
widespread understanding of the many benefits of using them in schools for every child’s primary education.
It is hoped that by completing this research, the researcher will be able to understand the use of therapy dogs
in primary schools, which will, in turn, benefit her future practice as she hopes to be able to spread the
awareness of the benefits to other educators and promote the use of therapy dogs in her future educational
setting.

RESEARCH QUESTION:

This research had one overall question: What are the benefits of using therapy dogs for children in primary
educational settings? This will be explored by questioning:

1. What ways have the schools used the therapy dogs?

2. What do parents and teachers think of the use of therapy dogs in education?

3. Were there any indirect benefits that came from having the therapy dog in the school?
By answering these three questions, it is hoped that a picture of the realities of therapy dogs in schools can be
painted and that a complete account of how they are used, and of both the challenges and benefits of using
them, can be ascertained. This will help determine the reasons and challenges schools faced when starting a
therapy dog programme and evaluate the research others have carried out on this topic.
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CONTEXT:

This section will discuss the literature on the many benefits of therapy dogs in school settings, such as
reductions in anxiety levels, assistance for children with Autism, and the potential barrier posed by fear of
dogs in schools.

EXPLORING CHILDREN’S ANXIETY

Scholarly literature demonstrates that the presence of a therapy animal, such as a dog, can help "distract us
from negative or anxious thoughts" (Zawacki, 2014). This is particularly important as many primary school
principals are concerned about the increasing prevalence of emotional health problems, including anxiety,
among children (O’Brien, 2022). Research from the Irish Times states that "children as young as ten years are
struggling with what would have been considered teenage issues at an earlier age" (O’Brien, 2023). This is
particularly extreme considering that 9.4% of children aged 3-17 were diagnosed with anxiety in 2016-2019
(CDC, 2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, this percentage increased among primary school children from
1.8% to 18.92% to 23.87% (Meade, 2021). The use of a therapy dog could be crucial here, as when children
interact with dogs, their brains release dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with feelings of pleasure and
reward.

Research indicates that eye contact interaction can alleviate anxiety symptoms by increasing dopamine
production, a natural antidepressant which promotes comfort and calmness in times of stress and worry
(Alliance of Therapy Dogs, 2019). Research also argues that therapy dogs can help children be more open
about expressing their feelings to others. It is estimated that over 70% of children of all ages talk to and
confide in animals before people, as dogs listen without judgment (Jalongo et al., 2004). Children find
interactions with animals less stressful because they provide an immediate sense of safety and trust (Siegel,
2004). This supports children who suffer from severe emotional difficulties and gives them time to build trust,
enabling them to confide in the dog before they talk to an adult about how they feel.

EXPERIENCES OF CHILDREN WITH AUTISM

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is the most common social communication disorder, estimated to affect 1 in
100 children (WHO, 2023). ASD is a lifelong neurological and developmental disability that typically appears
during the first two years of life and affects how a person communicates, learns, behaves, interacts and
relates with people (NIH, 2023). The Irish National Teacher Organisation (INTO) stated that during the 2022-23
academic year, there were 1,548 Autism and early intervention classes throughout all primary schools.
Including a therapy dog in schools can assist children with Autism by providing a powerful multisensory
stimulus and addressing hyper- or hyposensitivity to sensory input (Autism Tasmania, 2023). This stimulus
includes a particular sound, a vivid visual imprint, a specific smell, and a unique tactile stimulation that dogs
have that can effectively cater to their senses (Berry et al., 2013).

Movement breaks throughout the school day have also been considered very beneficial for children with ASD
as they can provide opportunities for pupils to interact and socialise with each other and the teacher in a
relaxed and informal way (PDST, 2020). Therefore, breaks are essential for reducing disruptive behaviour,
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such as meltdowns (PDST, 2020). Therapy dogs can be used as movement breaks, as they must be exercised
regularly and brought outside. Transitions within the classroom for children with ASD have been said to be
challenging and can often lead to meltdowns due to a delay in the executive function process. The brain’s
attention-shifting function is crucial; however, for people with ASD, there are often gaps in this system,
leading the child to become stuck in a task and requiring effort to move them on from it (Schrader, 2019).
Therefore, therapy dogs can be used as a distraction to help a child transition from one task to another in the
classroom.

PHOBIA OF DOGS

The proportion of children with a phobia of dogs may also influence a school’s decision to adopt a therapy dog
programme. In some countries, dogs are seen as filthy or as a nuisance, while in others they are viewed as
aggressive, which may instil fear in children (Jalongo et al.,, 2004). This makes the school context a vital
consideration for the use of therapy dogs. Schools need to ensure that proper support and concerns are
discussed with the parent and student body before agreeing to a therapy dog. This would ensure that any
concerns and differences are discussed, alleviating discomfort and distrust.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative research approach was chosen for this study. This approach was deemed most appropriate for
the dissertation because it allowed the experiences of those who work with therapy dogs to be explored, as it
is @ means of exploring the meaning individuals ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell, 2009). A
qualitative approach involved in-depth interviews to collect, analyse, and interpret data on what the
participants said or did. This allowed for various perspectives to be obtained (TUSLA, n.d.). This qualitative
method aimed to understand people's experiences, beliefs, and attitudes about the importance of using
therapy dogs in primary schools by giving them a voice through interviews (Pathak et al., 2013).

The type of interview chosen for the research design was a semi-structured interview process. This type of
interview was chosen as it helped the researcher to stay focused on the topic while also exploring relevant
ideas that may have arisen throughout the interview. It also allowed participants to be interviewed for a more
extended period to determine how they personally experienced the benefits of therapy dogs (Creswell, 2009).
It involved asking open-ended questions in random order, followed by probe questions to obtain more
information about the participant's responses (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019).

The interviews were carried out with two special needs assistants (SNA), two teachers, and two parents from
two different primary schools that currently have therapy dogs in their schools for their pupils' benefit.
School B was a mainstream mixed primary school, and School A was a special school. The incorporation of
data from two schools enabled a broad collection of first-hand accounts from various viewpoints. Special-
needs assistants were interviewed to provide a comprehensive overview of how the dogs help children with
different educational needs. Teachers were chosen because they could provide insight into the educational
benefits and differences they have observed from using a therapy dog in the classroom. Parents were selected
for an interview because they could offer perspectives on the therapy dog's impact on their children outside
the school.
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A purposive sampling process was used to identify which schools best suited the research question. This
meant that the researcher selected schools best suited to help meet the study's goal of answering the
research question (Frost, 2022). This meant that each school had criteria and needed to be entirely suitable
for the study (Moran, 2017). The selection criteria was as follows: the school needed to be a primary school
that currently has a therapy dog. To ensure the interview questions were fair, they were written neutrally,
with no judgmental language to influence the answers (Clements, 2021). In line with the specific guideline of
responsibility to participants, ethical approval was sought and granted by my college.

All the questions were based on prior research on the benefits of therapy dogs and were aligned with the
overall research aims and objectives. The interviews lasted approximately 20-30 minutes each. This time
frame was ideal for the study, as it provided sufficient time to obtain honest and truthful responses from all
participants. All six interviews were conducted online via Zoom because the schools were too far for the
researcher to travel to. A field note diary was used to gain deeper insight into the participants' experiences by
identifying hidden variables, such as their attitudes and the direct word-by-word meaning in the data.

In addition, the Braun & Clarke Thematic Analysis Framework (2006) was used in the data analysis procedure.
The study faced limitations, including unconscious bias, due to the researcher’s strong belief in dogs’ ability to
ease stress and build relationships. This necessitated a high degree of objectivity in data collection, analysis,
and interpretation. Furthermore, the limited number of Irish schools participating in therapy dog programs
restricted the sample size and the generalizability of the findings, as only approximately 40 schools in Ireland
had therapy dogs in their school settings at the time of the study, as My Canine Companion was only set up in
2020 (MCC, 2024). In addition, since the interviews were online via Zoom, evaluating the participants' body
language was challenging. Someone's body language can say a lot based on their confidence, attitude, and
listening skills (Hirebee, 2021). It also made the interview process more formal, as Zoom served as a barrier
between the interviewer and the participant, compared to an in-person interview.

FINDINGS

The presence of therapy dogs helps reduce anxiety in children and parents, promoting a positive school
environment. During the interview process, SNA 1, School A, stated that “one of the dogs would come over
and just be present, | suppose. And it just completely brings the level of anxieties down". This backs up
research indicating that the presence of a therapy animal, such as a dog, can help distract people from
negative or anxious thoughts (Zawacki, 2014). Parent 1, School B, also helped to prove this by stating that
“only for the dog | wouldn’t be doing it.... I’'m a bit more relaxed, thank god the dog is lying beside me here”.
This is consistent with research indicating that people find interactions with animals less stressful, as animals
provide an immediate sense of safety and trust (Siegel, 2004). Parent 2, School B, also echoed that the dog
acted as a “comfort blanket” for her as she knew that he would be there for her son during the school day, no
matter what. SNA 2, School A, proved that the therapy dogs help to promote a positive school environment by
saying that “you see the dog going to the staff and saying hello...they just make everyone smile”. This
emphasises that the dog can help boost people’s moods simply by being present.

This is consistent with research by the Alliance of Therapy Dogs (2019), which shows that direct contact with

dogs can release dopamine, which in turn alleviates anxiety symptoms and promotes calmness. It was also
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mentioned that schools will always require a therapy dog, as Teacher 2, School B, stated that “there’s always
some child that’s going to be stressed out about something or they’re going to be anxious about something, or
there’s something in their environment that’s happening”. This emphasises that it will be a long-term
investment for schools, as outlined in O'Brien (2022) and Meade (2021), anxiety has risen due to COVID-19
among primary school children.

Secondly, the researcher found that therapy dogs help children with ASD cope better in the classroom
environment. SNA 2, School A said that the children were “touching things that they would pull back from
now, they're putting their hands out, as Iggles or Violet are passing, it's just really nice to see it. It's just lovely”.
This backs up previous research by Autism Tasmania (2023), which shows that the therapy dogs help with
hyper- or hyposensitivity. This is of great importance to many children with sensory issues, and being able to
experience new feelings with the therapy dog by their side will add to the benefits. It was also mentioned that
the dogs help prevent Autistic meltdowns, as Teacher 1, School B, said:

“If he gets triggered and you can sense a meltdown is coming, like if we can get one dog in particular....it
will really regulate him, and he will come out of it really calm and just like a different child, really.”

This emphasises that, compared to people, a therapy dog can have a calming influence on children, due to the
multi-sensory effects they can have for children with ASD (Berry et al., 2013). Teacher 1, School B, also stated
that having a dog in the classroom is helpful in this instance, as she can use the dog as another reason for
children to have a movement break, as they can “bring the dog for a walk, bring the dog out to the toilet,
bring the dog to go get more water. So, it’s like they’re having a movement break without it being a big deal.”
This supports research suggesting that breaks are essential for reducing disruptive behaviour, such as
meltdowns (PDST, 2020). Parent 2, School B, also indicated the immediate difference that movement breaks
can have on children's mindset at a certain time, as she stated that “a five-minute walk could change his
whole personality on how he's feeling and everything. Like five minutes with him, and he's a different child
straight away”. Working with a therapy dog in this capacity can, therefore, lessen the impact of the outburst
and allow the child to self-regulate in a calm and meaningful manner. Parent 2, from School B, outlined how
the dog helped her child transition from an EBD unit to a mainstream classroom. She said that:

“for nearly two years, my child went as far as the corridor and wouldn't go to the door even. And then,
eventually, with Zorro's help got him inside the door, even if it was just a hello and back out again. And
now he's full-time in there.”

As a result, the transition from an EBD Unit to a mainstream classroom at school was less traumatic for the
child, as the presence of the therapy dog helped build a trusting connection with their teacher. This highlights
research that indicates that trust is crucial in creating a positive relationship, as it allows children to feel more
confident to explore and take risks (Coirstine et al., 2022).

Thirdly, it was discovered that despite findings indicating the success of the use of therapy dogs, challenges
remain. Data revealed that some children in Schools A and B struggled to adjust to therapy dogs because of
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their fear of dogs. It was evident that some children had “absolutely trembling fear”(SNA 2, School A), and it
was so extreme that “their mother could not bring them out for walks because of this huge fear” (SNA 1,
School A). In addition, it was also discussed how fear impacted staff members as Teacher 1, School B,
explained how her "job share partner has a serious phobia of dogs," and she recalls “having meetings, and she
wouldn't come into the room because one of the dogs would be in the room.” This reflects the literature
mentioned in the literature review, since a school's decision to acquire a therapy dog may be influenced by
factors such as the number of children and staff members with a phobia of dogs. This can significantly impact
the uptake of therapy dogs in school settings, so there needs to be an understanding of what that fear entails
and how it can be alleviated with support and encouragement. In addition to this type of fear, the data also
highlighted that, in School B, a pupil, because of his cultural upbringing, felt the presence of the dog in the
school was unsavoury. This was mentioned by comments such as: “/ had a boy last year... and | remember one
time the dog put his paw on his pen, and he wouldn't touch it like that was it, he told me to keep it” (Teacher
1, School B).

It is important for schools to consider all perspectives and viewpoints before introducing canine supports
within the school setting. It was also emphasised that it took a lot of hard work from both SNAs to convince
other school members, like the Principal, that it would be a good idea and that the benefits would outweigh
the disadvantages. Before proceeding, they had to ensure that they had "at least 80% of people on
board"(SNA 1, School A). They had to negotiate for some time before making a final decision. This highlights
that the process could have been more straightforward if more people in the school were aware of the
benefits of therapy dogs before the decision-making process. It also highlights how little is known in society
about therapy dogs and that this creates uncertainty about whether they can benefit a school setting.
However, in contrast, School A emphasised that overcoming initial apprehension in children with a fear of
dogs can be achieved through time and gentle exposure to the therapy dogs, as it was said that a pupil:
“started opening up and relaxing...where now she is actually putting the lead on him and bringing him out for
walks” (SNA 1, School A).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the research aimed to evaluate the benefits and challenges in the practical use of therapy dogs
in primary educational settings, to identify the reasons and challenges schools faced when starting a therapy
dog programme and to evaluate previous research on this topic. Previous research on the various uses of
therapy dogs in educational settings evident in society has shown that therapy dogs boost children’s well-
being and emotional development and assist children with ASD. The dissertation used a qualitative research
approach, employing semi-structured interviews, while adhering to specific ethical guidelines. The findings
confirmed that there are various benefits to using therapy dogs in primary schools, suggesting that therapy
dogs help children who suffer from anxiety cope better in school and stress less.

Therapy dogs also help children with Autism communicate more effectively with pupils and staff members in
the school setting and help calm them when they are overwhelmed. However, despite these significant
benefits, the data showed that schools can face challenges, such as fear of dogs, since not everyone likes
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dogs. The research aimed to raise awareness of the benefits of therapy dogs in primary educational settings,
to inform the public and academic environments about their benefits, and to encourage more schools to
participate in therapy dog programs for the benefit of their pupils. The researcher also believes that further
benefits await discovery and that this is only the beginning of an incredible educational opportunity. Based on
the findings, the researcher proposed three recommendations.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The researcher recommends further investigation regarding the child's perspective on the benefits of
therapy dogs in their primary educational settings, as there is limited research available in this area,
and studies need to be conducted from a larger capacity and from more personal perspectives for
more generalisable results.

2. The researcher suggests further investigation into the potential benefits of therapy dogs in improving
children’s literacy abilities to prove that there are benefits for the future potential of therapy dogs, due
to literacy improvements not appearing in the data collection and being researched in the literature
review.

3. The researcher advocates for a policy promoting the use of therapy dogs in primary schools across
Ireland, citing the current benefits they have experienced, as it would benefit every child’s primary
education.
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