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Animal-assisted interventions/activities for children with disabilities 
The involvement of animals in interventions and activities for children with disabilities has 
become increasingly popular over the last 20 years. Although there is still some confusion 
around terminology, a distinction can be drawn between animal-assisted therapies and animal 
assisted activities. Animal-assisted therapies are delivered by a professional such as a 
therapist or an educator and there are set goals and a structured intervention. Animal-assisted 
activities are activities where the animal is part of an informal activity that may have benefits 
but there are no specific goals (Davis et al., 2015). Some authors also include a specific 
category of animal-assisted education where the aim is to improve educational outcomes 
(Dimolareva & Dunn, 2020). There are also assistance dogs that may be used to ensure safety 
or comfort (Berry et al. 2013). Animals involved in therapies and activities include mostly 
horses or dogs, but some studies have used guinea pigs, rabbits, llama, donkeys and dolphins 
(Davis et al., 2015; Maber-Aleksandrowicz et al., 2016).   
  
The source of the evidence 
This research summary is based on 19 review articles of animal-assisted therapies or 
activities published in peer-reviewed journals between 2013 and 2020, which reviewed 
studies with outcomes related to education. Of these reviews, 16 were limited to children 
with disability and three included children with and without disability. Of the 16 reviews on 
children with disability, 15 were on children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and one 
was on children with intellectual disability. Of the 15 reviews on children with ASD, six were 
restricted to horses and four to dogs, with the remaining five reviewing therapies and/or 
activities with any animal. Reviews that only included the physical effects of equine-assisted 
therapy and equine-assisted activities (such as improved posture) and reviews of assistance 
dogs have not been included in this overview. Reviews include studies that have been 
published in a wide range of journals from different fields, for example complementary 
medicine, autism, special education, recreation, health, physiotherapy, developmental 
disability, animals, and psychology. A list of the reviews informing this summary is at the 
end of the summary.  
  
Which animals are used in animal-assisted interventions/activities? 
The animals most commonly used are dogs and horses. Although horses are not typically 
used in school settings, reviews of studies including horses are included as they claim 
benefits other than physical such as social and communication improvements. Studies carried 
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out in schools with children with and without disability have included mostly dogs, but also 
guinea pigs and rabbits (Brelsford et al., 2017). The use of dogs in school settings 
has included situations where dogs were present in the classroom with no set activity, dogs 
sitting near a child, dogs being present while a child read aloud, dogs performing motor tasks 
before or with a child, children who interacted with a dog or were involved in dog training. 
Studies with guinea pigs and rabbits involved children caring for and petting the 
animals (Brelsford et al., 2017).  
  
Concerns about research quality  
Overall, it is reported that reviewed studies generally report positive effects, but that the 
quality of included studies is poor so no definitive conclusions can be drawn. Very few 
studies have included follow-up observation or assessment to see if improvements were 
evident outside and after the research sessions. Authors of reviews note similar concerns 
about study quality: small sample sizes, weak research designs with no or inappropriate 
control groups, lack of control for confounds, lack of blinding of assessors given many 
measures were reports from teachers or parents, lack of clear descriptions of interventions 
and activities and related absence of treatment fidelity measures, lack of inter-rater reliability 
measures and lack of valid and reliable outcome measures. There have only been a few high 
quality randomised control trials and a very recent review noted that for canine-assisted 
therapies and children with ASD, no study compared animal-assisted intervention to an 
evidence-based intervention (Hardy & Weston, 2020). Hill et al., (2019) noted the lack of 
information on actual interventions and only 4 of the 13 studies they reviewed had a protocol 
or manual. Absence of written procedures means that limited procedural reliability data can 
be collected and also means the study may not be replicable.  
 Seven reviews of animal interventions and children with disability formally assessed 
research quality or the standard of evidence provided by the reviewed studies and all 
concluded that overall, the evidence is weak and that many studies were seriously flawed. 
Davis et al., (2015) found no study provided conclusive evidence. O’Haire (2017) concluded 
that more recent studies established “general proof of concept” (p. 212) but that no specific 
intervention could be regarded as evidence-based. Other reviewers were slightly more 
positive. Trzmiel et al. (2018), writing in a complementary therapy journal, concluded that 
there is evidence for improved social functioning as a result of equine-assisted therapy but 
still asserted the need for quality studies in equine-assisted therapies with children with ASD. 
Srinivasan et al. (2018) concluded there is modest evidence for immediate positive effects on 
behavioural skills of children with ASD, limited evidence for immediate effects on social 
communication, sensory and perceptual-motor skills, but that no claims can be made for 
effects on cognition, physiology, functional skills or quality of life. They further concluded 
that since only four studies looked at long term effects and the results were mixed, no 
conclusions can be drawn about long term effects.  
  
Difficulties in interpreting research results  
There are other difficulties in interpreting these findings besides poor quality research. The 
intensity of intervention or activities is very variable across studies. For example, Dimolareva 
and Dunn (2020) reported that in the studies they reviewed duration ranged from 4 to 25 weeks, 
session length varied from 20 minutes to 3 hours and frequency ranged from one to seven 
sessions a week. There is also very wide range of areas where positive outcomes are 
reported, including social and communication behaviours, stereotypical behaviours, challenging 
behaviours, emotions, cognition, stress and wellbeing, autistic symptomology, quality of life, 
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sensory and physiological measures. There is an absence of any explanation of a mechanism that 
could bring about this variety of changes. Several review authors noted that there is no 
mechanism put forward by study authors to explain the observed improvements. In a review of 
studies that included people with intellectual disability, Maber-Aleksandrowicz et al. (2016) 
noted that no study examined whether or not it was the person managing the animal or the 
animal itself that caused changes. O’Haire (2017) also noted the need for studies to demonstrate 
that it was the presence of the animal that made the difference.  
  
Interventions in schools  
For interventions in schools, the Brelsford et al. (2017) review which reported on 
interventions in schools concluded that it was still impossible to know if the presence of 
animals helps children learn. Like other reviewers they identified poor research designs as an 
issue and the lack of replicable descriptions of interventions and activities. They also noted 
the great variation in interventions in both activities with the animals and with the length of 
interventions (ranging from a single session to multiple sessions over a year). Hall et 
al. (2016) reviewed reading interventions that included dogs for children with and without 
disability. They found 48 studies, but 27 of these ranked as providing the lowest standard of 
evidence and the best studies were not of the highest quality. There was one low quality 
randomised control trial. They concluded there was some evidence of improvement in 
children’s behavioural processes, with the suggestions that the presence of a dog might 
provide a better environment for practising reading and may influence motivation. The 
quality of the evidence, however, is poor with many weaknesses in the reviewed studies.  
  
Need for training or animals and handlers  
An additional issue raised is the need for training of both animals and people handling them 
while implementing an intervention or activity. The welfare of the animal may also need to 
be considered, and O’Haire (2017) reported that no studies in her review explored animal 
welfare outcomes.  
  
Conclusion  
Overall, the lack of convincing evidence means that animal-assisted therapies or activities 
with animals cannot be recommended for use in education, despite high satisfaction with 
interventions and therapies reported by parents (Siewertsen et al., 2015). There is a clear need 
for well-controlled randomised trials with interventions of established effectiveness used 
in the comparison conditions. If schools or teachers wish to use animals in classrooms, clear 
protocols, with appropriate safety and welfare precautions, should be developed and handlers 
and animals may need to be trained. Clear outcome measures should be determined, so the 
effects of the intervention can be monitored to determine its effectiveness.  
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