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Support Needed 

Children with disabilities, including those with autism spectrum disorders (ASD), commonly have difficulties with 

learning, in particular with developing social and communication skills. They may also lack motivation to learn. 
 

Proposed Intervention 

Canine assisted therapy involves the presence of dogs or interaction with dogs in the pursuit of a goal. The use of dogs 

in school settings has included situations where dogs are present in the classroom with no set activity, dogs sitting near 

a child, dogs being present while a child reads aloud, dogs performing motor tasks before or with a child, children 

interacting with a dog or being involved in dog training and dogs as an element in interventions for social skills, 

communication and emotional well-being. 
 

Theoretical Rationale 

Purported positive effects of canine therapy may be ascribed to the tendency of humans and dogs to form bonds. For 

children with ASD, it is claimed that this may help promote social relationships and social interaction and reduce anxiety. 
 

Research Evidence 

A recent review of interventions using dogs in schools with children with disability included 21 studies with dogs, 19 of 

which involved children with a range of disabilities including ASD and mental health problems. Although some positive 

effects have been reported, reviewers have concluded that it is not possible to be certain of intervention effects as the 

research designs are generally poor, and lack of replicable descriptions of interventions and activities make it difficult 

to collect implementation fidelity measures and to replicate the research. Reviewers have also noted the great variation 

in interventions in both activities with the animals and with the length of interventions, which ranged from a single 

session to multiple sessions over a year. A very recent review noted that for canine-assisted therapies and children with 

ASD, no study has compared animal-assisted intervention to an evidence-based intervention. 
 

Conclusion 

Until more rigorous research is conducted, it is impossible to determine if the presence of dogs helps children learn. If 

schools or teachers wish to use dogs in classrooms, clear protocols, with appropriate safety and welfare precautions, 

should be developed and handlers and dogs may need to be trained. Clear outcome measures should be determined, 

so the effects of the intervention can be monitored to determine its effectiveness. 
 

Verdict 

Overall, the lack of convincing evidence means that the presence of dogs cannot be recommended for use in educational 

settings if the aim is to enhance learning. 
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