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Abstract
With the diagnosis of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) increasing at an alarming rate, educators
and services providers are in need of a variety of different strategies to help support selfregulation and emotional control for students with autism spectrum disorder. Although not a
defining characteristic of ASD, individuals with ASD often have sensory processing impairments
including self-regulation and emotional control. When individuals have sensory impairments,
sensory input is not integrated correctly in the brain and may cause varying degrees of problems
in development, information processing, emotions and behavior. Too often, students with ASD
are considered the “bad kid” or the “loud kid” due to their behavior, when in reality they want to
do well, but lack the necessary skills to support them. The purpose of this project is to provide
educators and service providers with effective strategies to help support students with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) with self-regulation and emotional control with the use of a therapy
dog.
Keywords: Animal Assisted Therapy, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Self-Regulation, Emotional
Regulation, and Executive Functioning
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Chapter One: Definition of Problem
Introduction
Although scientists have debated the exact amount of time humans and dogs have lived
together, it is known that they have lived side by side for thousands of years. Dogs have been
referred to “mans best friend” and have provided protection, companionship, served as rescue
and police dogs, hunting assistance, as well as guide dogs. The human-dog connection has
become a vital part of humanity itself. Dogs serve as loving, loyal pets, as well as professionals
in the work place. The number of tasks and jobs that dogs can do is a testament to the kind of
creature they are.
The use of animals in therapeutic activities is known as animal-assisted intervention
(AAI), which encompasses both animal-assisted therapy and animal-assisted activities (Griffin et
al. 2011; Kruger & Serpell 2010). Research has shown that the benefits of AAI include reduced
stress, lowered heart rate and blood pressure, reduced loneliness and isolation, increased social
interaction and connection, and increased socio-emotional functioning (Friedmann & Son 2009;
Wells 2009). Animal-Assisted therapies with children are becoming increasingly popular in
educational and therapeutic settings. Therapy dogs may offer physiological, emotional, social,
and physical support for children with disabilities. Dogs serve as a non-judgmental source of
support during therapy and interventions.
Animal assisted therapy and interventions are becoming more popular in the educational
setting. Children with disabilities may have a service dog as part of their individualized
educational plan (IEP), or educators or service providers may use a therapy dog in the
educational setting to help meet the diverse needs of their students. Dogs may help support
academic learning, improve social interaction skills, and increase the use of positive behavior.
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Statement of Problem
According to the Center for Disease Control’s (CDC) Autism and Developmental
Disabilities Monitoring Network (ADDM), the estimated number of children identified with
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) continues to rise. People with ASD often have problems with
social, emotional, and communication skills. They might repeat certain behaviors and might not
want change in their daily activities. Many people with ASD also have different ways of
learning, paying attention, or reacting to things (Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov, 2016).
People with ASD might also experience sensory processing impairments, which may impact
their emotional behavior and sensory regulation. Signs of ASD begin during early childhood and
typically last throughout a person’s life.
With the growing number of students diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, parents,
educators, and service providers are in need of a variety of different research based resources to
help meet the unique needs of students with ASD. Recently, autism spectrum disorder has been
highlighted as a target population that may benefit from AAI (Esposito et al. 2011a). Research
shows that animals offer a unique outlet for positive social engagement, academic support, and
positive behavior management (Anderson 2007; Anderson & Olson, 2006; & Solomon, 2010).
The purpose of this project is to address the following question: What can animal assisted
therapy/animal assisted intervention do to help students with autism spectrum disorder with selfregulation and emotional control?
Preview Literature
The review of literature will be covering three themes related to this project. The first
area of research presented is research on autism spectrum disorders and sensory processing
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impairments. Autism spectrum disorder is a general term for a group of complex disorders of
brain development. These disorders are characterized, in varying degrees, by difficulties in social
interaction, verbal and nonverbal communication and repetitive patterns of behaviors (5th ed.;
DSM–5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to the DSM-5, Autism spectrum
disorder affects 1 in every 68 children. Many individuals with autism, approximately 80-90%,
experience sensory impairments (Rodgers & Ozonoff, 2005). Ramirez (1998) found that when
sensory integration does not come automatically to an individual, problems arise in their
academic performance, home life and social interactions with others, resulting in lower
academics and problem behaviors.
The second area of research presented is research on supporting individuals with sensory
processing impairments. One highly recognized, evidence-based practice is The Zones of
Regulation, created and written by Leah Kuypers (2011). The Zones of Regulation is a
curriculum intended to teach individuals with and without autism spectrum disorder how to
regulate their sensory needs as well as emotional control. This is done through lessons and
activities. Benevides, Kelly, Mailloux-Maggio, & Schaaf (2012) sought to examine the
feasibility, safety, and acceptability of a manualized protocol of occupational therapy using
sensory integration therapy. Their findings proved sensory integration therapy to be safe and
feasible.
The third area of research presented is research on autism spectrum disorder and animal
assisted therapy. Researches on the beneficial effects dogs have on individuals with autism
spectrum disorder dates back to the 1960s with Boris Levinson’s research. Levinson (1969)
studied the interactions between his dog Jingles and a non-communicative boy with autism
spectrum disorder. Through anecdotal notes and observations, Levinson found that the dog and
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the boy built a strong friendship. Solomon (2010) found that dogs provided students with autism
spectrum disorder an experience of emotional connection.
Preview Methodology
The methodology section of this project will describe the steps taken to create a manual
for educators to use to incorporate therapy dogs into the classroom to help students with autism
spectrum disorder with self-regulation and emotional control. This manual is intended for any
professional (i.e. general education teacher, special education teacher, and service providers)
working with students with autism spectrum disorder in the school setting (public, private, or
hospital). The first step taken to develop this project was to find peer-reviewed research studies
and evidence-based curriculum already used in the field to support the purpose of the project.
Once the research was gathered, the following step was to create the manual. The manual is
composed of four parts; an introduction to autism spectrum disorder, self-regulation, and animal
assisted therapy, necessary steps that need to be taken to get started, introducing the dog to the
classroom, and activities for students and dogs to do together to help with self-regulation and
emotional control.
Significance of Project
This project providers educators and service providers with a guide to help introduce a
therapy dog into the classroom to help students with autism spectrum disorder with selfregulation and emotional control. Since every individual with autism spectrum disorder looks
and acts differently than others with autism spectrum disorder, the strategies used for selfregulation and emotional control may be different. With the manual, educators and service
providers contemplating incorporating a therapy dog into their classroom, have a guide for
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implementation.
Definition of Terms
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): autism spectrum disorder is characterized by the following
criteria: persistent deficits in social communication and interaction, restricted, repetitive patterns
of behavior and interests, symptoms must be present in early childhood and limit and impair
everyday functioning (5th ed.; DSM–5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
Animal Assisted Interventions: Animal assisted intervention is a broad term that is commonly
used to describe the utilization of various species of animals in diverse manners beneficial to
humans. Animal assisted therapy, education, and activities are examples of types of animal
assisted intervention (Retrieved from https://www.avma.org, 2016).
Animal Assisted Therapy: Animal-assisted therapy (AAT) is a goal directed intervention in
which an animal meeting specific criteria is an integral part of the treatment process. Animalassisted therapy is designed to promote improvement in human physical, social, emotional, or
cognitive function (Retrieved from https://www.avma.org, 2016).
Sensory Integration: Sensory integration refers to how people use the information provided by
all the sensations coming from within the body and from the external environment. We usually
think of the senses as separate channels of information, but they actually work together to give us
a reliable picture of the world and our place in it (Retrieved from
http://www.spdfoundation.net/about-sensory-processing-disorder/, 2012).
Sensory Processing Disorder (Dysfunction): Sensory processing disorder is a condition in
which the brain has trouble receiving and responding to information that comes in through the
senses (Retrieved from www.spdfoundation.net/about-sensory-processing-disorder, 2016).
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Therapy Dog: Therapy dogs are trained to provide affection and comfort to children and adults
who need emotional support or people in stressful situations (Wang, 2013).
Self-Regulation: The ability to adjust your level of alertness and how they display their
emotions through their behavior to attain goals in socially adaptive way (Bronson, 2000). There
are three critical component of self-regulation; sensory processing, emotional control, and
executive functioning (Kuypers, 2011).
Sensory Processing: Sensory processing describes how you make sense of the information
perceived by your sensory receptors (the nerve endings that respond to stimuli) as well as how
you organize and integrate the information so that you can act upon it in a purposeful way
(Kuypers, 2011).
Emotional Regulation: Emotional regulation can be described as the processes that are
responsible for controlling your emotional reactions in order to meet your goal (Kuypers, 2011).
Executive Functioning: Executive functioning is a general term that describes the cognitive
processes involved in the conscious control of thoughts and actions (Kuypers, 2011).

PAWSITIVE SELF REGULATION & EMOTIONAL CONTROL

11&

Chapter Two: Literature Review
The diagnosis of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) has increased at an alarming rate. The
latest report from the Center of Disease Controls Autism and Developmental Disabilities
Monitoring Network show that 1 in every 68 children have been identified with ASD
(www.cdc.gov). This estimate is about 30% higher than the estimate in 2008, which stated that 1
in every 88 children was diagnosed with ASD. The cause for the dramatic increase in prevalence
remains unknown. There have been numerous studies conducted through the Center for Disease
Control (CDC) to provide essential data on ASD, search for risk factors and causes, and develop
resources that help identify children with ASD as early as possible (Baio et. al, 2014 &
Christensen et. al, 2015;).
The purpose of this literature review is to examine the affects animal assisted therapy and
interventions have on individuals with autism spectrum disorder. Specifically, in what ways can
these therapies and interventions support individuals with self-regulation and emotional control?
Autism spectrum disorder is a general term for a group of complex disorders of brain
development. These disorders are characterized, in varying degrees, by difficulties in social
interaction, verbal and nonverbal communication and repetitive patterns of behaviors (5th ed.;
DSM–5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Although not a defining characteristic of
ASD, sensory integration impairments are prevalent in about 80-90% of individuals with ASD
(Ozonoff & Rodgers, 2005). According to the Autism Research Institute, sensory integration is
an innate neurobiological process and refers to the integration and interpretation of sensory
stimulation from the environment by the brain. When individuals have sensory integration
impairments, sensory input is not integrated correctly in the brain and may cause varying degrees
of problems in development, information processing, emotions and behavior.

PAWSITIVE SELF REGULATION & EMOTIONAL CONTROL

12&

Current evidence-based interventions, such as The Zones of Regulation (Kuypers, 2011)
and The Alert Program (Shellenberger & Williams, 1994) provide educators with strategies and
interventions for students with ASD to meet their sensory needs, however because of the varied
severity of ASD, not all interventions are effective for every student. Therefore, educators are in
need of a variety of intervention strategies to help meet the sensory needs of students with ASD.
In recent years, more schools have begun using Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) or
Animal Assisted Interventions (AAI) in the school setting (Anderson 2007; Julie et. al, 2012;
Solomon, 2010). These interventions and therapies have typically been implemented to improve
social, emotional, and academic abilities in children with disabilities, as well as in occupational
therapy settings to help decrease sensory impairments. Animal Assisted Intervention dates back
to the late eighteenth century when animals were brought into mental health institutions to
increase socialization among patients. Leo K, Bustad (1985), one of the first to explore the
human-animal interaction stated, “On the basis of experiences by many people and institutions in
Australia, Europe, New Zealand and North America, companion animals must be recognized as
vital to the physical, psychological and social well-being of people and as agents of therapy in a
great number of conditions and situations. Almost everyone could benefit by contact with warm
“fuzzies” (unless we are allergic), and our companion animals offer us security, succor, esteem,
understanding, forgiveness, fun and laughter and, most importantly, abundant and unconditional
love. Furthermore, they make no judgments, and we can be ourselves with them. They also need
our help and make us feel important” (Bustad, 1986, p. 4). His research has contributed to the
ongoing research of positive effects of human-animal interactions in a number of capacities
Bustad et. al, 1983; Bustad et. al, 1986). Researchers have found positive outcomes for using
AAT for individuals with social and emotional needs, as well as the advantages of using AAT in

PAWSITIVE SELF REGULATION & EMOTIONAL CONTROL

13&

a school environment to improve academics for students with ASD (Anderson, 2007; Berry et. al
2013; Solomon 2010). The use of animals assisting individuals with autism spectrum disorder is
gaining acceptance in the field, however the assessment and success of animal assisted therapy
programs has primarily been based on anecdotal evidence (Fagan et. al 2012). The following is a
review of literature on autism spectrum disorder, sensory impairments in people with autism
spectrum disorder, and animal assisted therapy and interventions.
Autism Spectrum Disorders and Sensory Processing Impairments
In her article describing sensory integration and its effects on children, Ramirez (1998), a
special education teacher, defined sensory integration as the combination of the incoming
messages we get from our senses and the way our brains integrate the input it receives. In her
research “Sensory Integration and Its Effects on Young Children,” Ramirez stated, “It is through
our senses that we explore our environment, and hence, are capable of learning” (Ramirez, 1998,
p. 3). Sensory integration helps us move through space, react to danger, and coordinate the
movements of our body. When sensory integration does not come automatically to an individual,
problems may arise in their academic performance, home life, and social interactions with others,
resulting in lower academics and problem behaviors. It is seen in the field that children with
autism spectrum disorder typically have sensory integration problems. Since a child with sensory
integration impairments is unable to adequately compensate for these impairments, support from
professionals is needed. An occupational therapist can work on sensory activities that meet the
particular sensory needs of child (tactile, smell, hearing, sight, and taste).
In 2007, Leekman, Nieto, Libby, Wing, and Gould conducted two studies aimed to
investigate the sensory abnormalities of children and adults with autism and examine in more
detail the pattern of sensory abnormalities. Their first study, which compared four different
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groups of children, aimed to determine if children with autism would differ in the overall
frequency of sensory symptoms and specific sensory domains. They compared 33 children with
autism to 19 children with developmental disabilities, 15 children with language impairments,
and 15 typically developing children. Using the Diagnostic Interview for Social and
Communication Disorders (DISCO), Leekman et. al. (2007) found that children with autism
were more affected by sensory abnormalities than were children in the comparison groups.
Results indicated that the children with autism were more likely to have abnormalities across
multiple sensory domains. These conclusions suggest that sensory abnormalities are common in
children with autism spectrum disorder.
In their second study, Leekman et. al. (2007) aimed to determine whether the frequency
and/or pattern of these behaviors changed with age and ability level. The results of this study
extended the results of their first study by showing that more than 90% of the 200 participants
had sensory abnormalities that were found across multiple modalities. Two main findings were
concluded in this study. First, sensory abnormalities continue to affect individuals with autism
spectrum disorders into adulthood and second that some sensory abnormalities change with age
and IQ level. With these findings, it is still too early to make strong claims about which sensory
domains, if any, change with age and IQ level. More research in this area is needed.
In their research comparing the sensory issues in children with Asperger’s Syndrome and
children with autism spectrum disorder, Dunn et. al (2015) found that both populations
experience sensory issues. Their research was conducted before the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual 5 (DSM-5) defined ASD as a spectrum of disorders including Asperger’s Syndrome.
Their study included 86 participants with Asperger’s Syndrome (AS) and 82 participants
with autism spectrum disorders (both defined now as ASD). They used the Sensory Profile, a
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125-item questionnaire that describes responses to sensory events in the daily life to determine
results. The results indicated that both groups experience sensory processing deficits, however
there are distinctions in some areas. They found that in regards to emotional/social
responsiveness, children with AS had greater deficits. This adds to the research that children with
AS differ significantly from their peers in this area. Results also showed that children with AS
and autism spectrum disorder both have sensory problems and sensory overload.
The second distinction was found in the “Inattention/Distractibility” score on the Sensory
Profile. Results showed that those with AS are more likely to have difficulties with attention than
their peers with autism and peers without AS. These findings show that children with autism and
AS do indeed have sensory processing issues. Now that autism spectrum disorders and AS fall
under the same diagnosis, it is noted that children with ASD may have varying degrees of
sensory issues.
Supporting Individuals with Sensory Processing Impairments
Classroom teachers have found many resources for students to help self regulate their
sensory needs within the classroom. One curriculum program that helps students notice and
regulate their sensory needs is The Zones of Regulation (Kuypers, 2011). The Zones curriculum
is comprised of lessons and activities designed to help students gain skills in the area of selfregulation. The lessons and learning activities are designed to help the students recognize when
they are in the different Zones (states of alertness/moods) as well as learn how to use strategies
(including sensory supports, calming techniques, and thinking strategies) to regulate the Zone
they are in.
Another benefit to The Zones is that students will be gaining an increased vocabulary of
emotional terms, skills in reading facial expressions, perspective on how others see and react to
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their behavior, insight on events that trigger their behavior, calming and alerting strategies,
problem solving skills and much more.
Sensory Integration Therapy, a widely used therapy used among occupational therapist is
another system of support for students with sensory needs. In their study, Benevides et. al
(2012), sought to examine the feasibility, safety, and acceptability of a manualized protocol of
occupational therapy using sensory integration principles for children with autism.
Their study involved ten children, eight males and two females, diagnosed with autism
spectrum disorder. The children participated in sessions three times per week for one hour for six
weeks. Intervention was delivered by two registered, licensed occupational therapist certified in
sensory integration. They followed a manual protocol based on Ayres (1972) sensory integration
principles.
Findings from their study take an important step toward future research with occupational
therapy and sensory integration. Their study proved to be safe, feasible to attend and administer,
parents were satisfied, and therapists were able to maintain adequate adherence to treatment.
Autism and Animal-Assisted Therapy
Over the past 25 years, a number of researchers have begun to examine the effects
animals have on children with ASD (Alleva et. al, 2013; Bustad et. al, 1986). The idea that dogs
have beneficial effects on children with ASD dates back to the 1960’s with Boris Levinson’s
research. With the use of his dog, Jingles, Levinson (1969) studied a non-communicative boy
with autism who was withdrawn from the world around him. Through observation and anecdotal
notes, Levison found that Jingles provided the boy with a trusting environment that allowed him
to build a stronger relationship with the boy. Levinson believed that because animals provide
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unconditional acceptance and are often perceived as nonjudgmental, dogs can help create an
environment that is more conducive to self-disclosure (Levinson, 1969).
Berry et. al (2013), sought to examine the research in the filed of AAI and its effects on
children with autism spectrum disorder. They examined six studies that were either experimental,
semi structured interviews, or case studies. Through their literature review, they found that the
use of dogs during interventions resulted in beneficial effects on children’s behavior with
decreased anxiety and anger, increase in calmness, reduction in the number of emotional
outburst, and more manageable bedtime routines.
In a separate review, Berry and colleagues found that in Arsenault-Lapierre et. al (2010).
measured the cortisol awakening response (CAR) of children with ASD before treatment, during
treatment, and after treatment. Arsenault-Lapierre et.al. (2010) concluded that introducing a dog
to a child with ASD decreased their CAR.
In another review, Berry and colleagues found that in a study conducted by Farnum and
Martin (2002) children showed a more playful mood, were more likely to keep their eye gaze,
talk to the dog, and engage the therapist in conversation regarding the dog when a dog was
present in intervention, as opposed to a toy dog or stuffed dog.
In her study, What A Dog Can Do: Children with Autism and Therapy Dogs in Social
Interaction, Solomon (2010) found that child-dog interactions provide children with autism
spectrum disorders an experience of emotional connection. Her study focused on ways in which
children’s interactions with dogs, trainers, and family members supported their sociality and
participation in everyday activities. She sought to build upon Stephen Levinson’s idea that
playful interactions with dogs can improve socio-communicative abilities in children with autism
spectrum disorder (Solomon, 2006).
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In her ethnographically informed study, five children with autism spectrum disorder, a
professional animal trainer and one to four dogs participated. The trainer brought the dog to the
child’s house once per week for six weeks for one to two hours. Children had to opportunity to
give the dog commands, walk to the dog, play games with the dog, and interact with siblings and
the dog at the end of each session. She found that the contribution of dogs in social interactions
with children with autism spectrum disorders provided the children the opportunity to use and
practice nonlinguistic but highly social actions with others, human and canine.
Solomon concluded that “Dog’s highly anticipatory, unhurried, structurally simple and
easy to interpret social actions may be generating a locally organized interactional ground
against which the next move is easily projected and realized by children with autism spectrum
disorder” (Solomon, 2006, p.157). In these playful interactions between children with autism
spectrum disorder and dogs, speech is not a prerequisite. However, the child and dog are not
alone. The trainer and possibly another child are present, providing linguistic support.
Solomon’s findings add to the research that human and canine interactions holds the
potential to greater understand autism spectrum disorder, but also a theory of sociality in
psychological anthropology and the larger discipline.
In a similar study, Fung and Leung (2014) examined the role of therapy dogs in
facilitating social interaction among children with autism spectrum disorder. In their study, data
resulting from structured play between two comparison groups was analyzed. One group
participated in structured play with a therapy dog, while the second group participated in
structured play using a doll as a dog surrogate. The ten participants were children aged 7 to 10
years old with a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder meeting the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) diagnostic criteria for autism spectrum disorder.
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Treatment involved a pre-post design in 20 sessions: three baseline sessions, 14 intervention
sessions, and three post treatment sessions. The comparison group and experimental group were
compared at each stage, as well as within-group findings at each stage. Children in the
experimental group showed significant increases in their verbal social behavior, whereas the
children in the comparison group did not.
Fung and Leung’s (2014) findings offer the idea that children with autism spectrum
disorders demonstrate more verbal social behaviors when interacting with animals. This could be
a potential treatment used to enhance the verbal language of children with autism. Children
verbalized their interest in playing with the dog and recalled memories about their interactions
with the dog. This was not the case in the comparison group, children did not verbalize their
interest in playing with the doll and did not verbalize their memories. In this case, the therapy
dogs acted as a social catalyst for children with autism.
In her case study, Anderson (2007) sought to reveal the effects a dog had on six students
with varying disorders in a self-contained special education classroom. Participants were
diagnosed with ASD, Attention Deficit Disorder with Hyperactivity (ADHD), Bipolar Disorder,
Intermittent Explosive Disorder, Depression, and Reactive Attachment Disorder. The dog was
introduced as a member of the classroom, however each participant had daily one-on-one
sessions with the dog. Anderson found that students were more motivated in come to school and
interact with the dog. Students reported the dog helped them get along better with each other
since “sharing” was the contingency for group interactions. This also helped peer interactions
extend outside the classroom; for example, students began requesting peers to come along with
them when walking the dog so they could talk about animals. Overall, Anderson concluded that
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placing a dog in a self-contained special education classroom had positive emotional affects for
all six children, and provided each student lessons in respect, responsibility, and empathy.
In their pilot investigation, Fortney et. al (2006) began testing the effectiveness of
occupational therapy incorporating animals with children with autism spectrum disorder. The
study was designed to examine the frequency of social interactions and language use in
occupational therapy sessions where animals were incorporated compared with occupational
therapy sessions using standard techniques. They studied 22 children with autism spectrum
disorder receiving school based occupational therapy services. Children receive one session per
week of standard occupational therapy per week and one session of occupational therapy
incorporating animals.
Fortney and colleagues (2006) found that children engaged significantly more in
language and social interaction in the occupational therapy sessions incorporating an animal.
Their findings support the hypotheses that children with autism spectrum disorder would
demonstrate significantly more social interactions and would make significantly more frequent
use of language in sessions incorporating animals. These findings are consistent with recent
research suggesting that enhancing children’s motivation to become active partners in the
therapeutic process results in greater treatment gains (Fortney et. al, 2006). The natural tendency
for children to interact with animals allowed the occupational therapist to engage with the
children and to encourage inherently reinforcing activities that facilitated their growth and
development at an appropriate level of challenge. Lastly, incorporating animals into occupational
therapy sessions allowed children to learn, interpret, and respond to the animals less complex
social and behavioral cues, which may bridge to learning to interpret the behaviors of their peers.
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Summary
With the growing number of children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, it is
critical that their academic, social, behavioral, and sensory needs are met to provide a positive
learning environment. Researching and implementing the best evidence based practices is crucial
in the positive development of students with ASD. Although we see positive outcomes for AAI
within the classroom environment to increase academic, social, and behavioral needs, more
research is needed to determine the effectiveness AAI has on meeting the sensory needs of
children with ASD.
Although more research shows the benefits of Animal Assisted Interventions for children
with autism spectrum disorder, these interventions are not always implemented in the
educational setting. Implementing Animal Assisted Interventions in the educational setting
comes with its inherent concerns and school administration may not be on board with the idea
due to safety or liability concerns. Although these are legitimate concerns, perhaps if
administration were presented with a manual and curriculum for safely implementing AAT or
AAI, they would feel more comfortable with these types of interventions. The curriculum I have
designed may help eliminate these concerns and help with implementing AAI to help meet the
sensory needs of children with ASD within the classroom.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
With the growing number of kids diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder and the varied
levels of severity of symptoms, parents and school districts are always looking for a variety of
new and different research-based supports to meet the behavioral, educational, social, and
sensory needs of kids with ASD. Since a large percentage of students with autism spectrum
disorder experience sensory integration impairments (80-90%) (Ozonoff & Rodgers, 2005), I
wanted to create a manual to inform school districts, specifically classroom teachers, on how to
incorporate animal assisted interventions (AAI) in the classroom setting to meet the sensory
needs (self-regulation and emotional control) of students with ASD. Although the manual is
geared toward the classroom setting, service providers can also implement it with students with
autism spectrum disorder. Before implementing AAI or AAT, educators need to follow the
correct steps and procedures to ensure the safety of all involved.
Design
This manual was created to guide educators and service providers through the steps and
procedures of implementing therapy dogs and animal assisted interventions into the classroom
setting to meet the sensory needs (self-regulation and emotional control) of students with autism
spectrum disorder.
Setting
This manual is intended for educators to use in a variety of different educational settings.
Educators in special education classrooms, general education classrooms, homeschool settings,
and non public school settings may benefit from this manual. Service providers such as
occupational therapist, adapted physical education teachers, speech language pathologist, or
physical therapist may also benefit from the use of this manual. Students with autism spectrum
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disorder experience problems with self-regulation and emotional control throughout their day,
this manual is intended to support these impairments in any educational setting at any grade
level.
Procedures
Before creating this manual, I used the knowledge I gained from experience in the field
and review of the literature to gather the important information teachers would want to know
before implementing AAT or AAI in their classroom. I found that the important concepts
included to following topics; definition of terms (e.g. autism spectrum disorder, self-regulation,
animal assisted therapy), strategies on how to get started before bringing a dog onto the school
site (e.g. administrative support, site evaluation, dog selection and training, insurance etc.),
strategies for introducing the dog to the students, and specific activities students and dogs can
engage in to help with self-regulation and emotional control. Using this information, I created
four essential parts or chapters to help educators implement a dog into their classroom.
Part one is an introduction to the purpose of the manual and a guide for educators to
understand autism spectrum disorder, self-regulation, emotional control, and animal assisted
therapy before implementation. To write this section, I researched autism spectrum disorder,
individuals it affects, and typical signs of ASD. I used the Center for Disease Control to provide
the reader with the most accurate and up to date information. The next part of part one is
information on self-regulation and it’s components (sensory processing, executive functioning,
and emotional regulation). To gather this information I used evidence-based curriculum such as
Kuyper’s The Zones (2011) of Regulation and Shellenberger and Williams’s The Alert Program
(1994). The next part informs the reader what animal assisted therapy is and why it is beneficial
for individuals with autism. I used peer-reviewed research to gather this important information.
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Part two then introduces the educator to the necessary steps to take when getting started.
These steps include in importance of administrative support, site evaluations, dog selection and
training, school-wide expectations, and other important considerations to consider when
implementing a therapy dog. To gather this information, I researched different strategies people
have already been successful with. Elementary school counselor Vonlintel (Retrieved from
www.schooltherapydogs.org, 2016) created a site with these important steps and considerations.
I followed her outline, and added information from my research and experience.
Part three of the manual provides guidelines for the teacher on how to incorporate a dog
into the classroom, for example classroom rules and trust between students and the dog. When
thinking of this, I thought of the rules and expectations I would have within my own classroom
when implementing a therapy dogs. I provided the reader with suggestions for expected and
unexpected behaviors and rules for students when interacting with the dog. I suggested
discussing these expectations with students and creating an anchor chart with students. For
additional information and guidance, I looked at the research of Anderson (2007) to help with
suggestions. The next part of part three includes the importance of building trust between the
individual and the animals. I used the research of Anderson (2007) for suggestions and built
upon her information with my own experience and knowledge.
Part four of the manual provides the reader with information regarding self-regulation
and how to use the dog to help with self-regulation. This information mainly came from the
research I found while reading Kuypers’ (2011) Zones of Regulation curriculum and
Shellenberger and Williams’s (1994) The Alert Program. Through their research, I provided the
reader with the important information necessary to help with the components of self-regulation
(sensory processing, executive functioning, and emotional control). With the information
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presented to educators in these programs, I developed a list of activities students could engage in
with the dog to help meet their needs.
The final parts of the manual are the appendixes, which include information on where to
apply for therapy dogs, a parent permission form, and a sample social story. The final part is the
bibliography of sources used to create the manual.
Summary
Animal assisted therapy and interventions has been something I have been passionate
about as I enter my career as an educator. I thought how I would love to incorporate a therapy
dog in my classroom to help students with autism spectrum disorder meet their sensory and
emotional needs to help improve their behavior. This manual is intended to help educators begin
the process of incorporating a therapy dog in their classroom for students with autism spectrum
disorder.

PAWSITIVE SELF REGULATION & EMOTIONAL CONTROL

Pawsitive Self-Regulation and
Emotional Control
A Guide For
Implementing Therapy Dogs
To Help Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
With Self-Regulation and
Emotional Control

A Masters Project By Brooke McCawley

26&

PAWSITIVE SELF REGULATION & EMOTIONAL CONTROL

Table Of Contents
Part 1: Introduction…......……….………….…………….……………………3
Autism Spectrum Disorder……..…......……….……………4
Self-Regulation…………………………….………………………6
Animal Assisted Therapy…......……….………….………….8
Part 2: How to Get Started…………………………………………………..9
Administrative Support………………………………………. 10
Site Evaluation……………………………………………………11
Dog Selection & Training …………………………………….12
School- Wide Expectations…………………………………..13
Other Considerations…………………………………………..15
Part 3: Introducing the Dog in the Classroom……………….………17
Classroom Rules…………………………………………………18
Building Trust……………………………………………………..19
Part 4: Pawsitive Activities……………..……………………………………20
What a Dog Can Do…………………………………………….22
Part 5: Appendixes………………………………………………………………24
Appendix A………………………………………………………….25
Appendix B…………………………………………………………26
Appendix C..…………………………………………….…………27
Part 6: References……………………………………………………………..28

27&

PAWSITIVE SELF REGULATION & EMOTIONAL CONTROL

28&

Introduction
“My reputation in elementary school was shaded with impulsive, erratic
behavior, temper tantrums, and the worst report card possible, but I also
was known for unique and creative abilities.”
-Temple Grandin in Emergence: Labeled Autistic (Kuypers, 2011, p. 1)

Temple Grandin’s experience as a student with autism spectrum disorder
in school is similar to many students with autism in school today. Often
time’s students with autism are given unfair, negative labels, such as the
“bad kid” or the “loud kid” for their disruptive behaviors. Students with
autism encounter many hurdles in life while trying their best to succeed
without the proper tools and supports in place. When students are given
the tools to help them control emotions and behaviors, the negative
labels disappear and students can find success in their daily lives.
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Autism Spectrum Disorder
What is Autism Spectrum Disorder?
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a developmental disorder that can
cause social, communicative, and behavioral challenges that affect daily
functioning and appear in early childhood and continue throughout
adulthood. The American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnosis and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) defines ASD as a single
disorder that includes disorders that were previously considered
separate, now making it a “spectrum.”
What Does It Mean To Be “On the Spectrum?”
There is often nothing about how people with ASD look that sets them
apart from other people, but people with ASD may communicate, interact,
behave, and learn in ways that are different from most other people. The
learning, thinking, and problem-solving abilities of people with ASD can
range from gifted to severely challenged. It is a spectrum because their
characteristics vary; yet they share commonalities as outlined in the DSM5.
Who Does Autism Spectrum Disorder Affect?
The latest report from the Center of Disease Controls Autism and
Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network show that 1 in every 68
children have been identified with ASD. ASD is four to five times more
common among boys than girls. An estimated 1 out of 42 boys and 1 in
189 girls are diagnosed with autism in the United States (Retrieved from
www.cdc.gov, 2016). ASD occurs in all racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
groups.

Autism Spectrum Disorder and Self-Regulation
Students with autism spectrum disorder can present with heightened
states of anxiety in relation to the neurological features and
characteristics of ASD. An increase in stress and anxiety can sometimes
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present as challenging behaviors in students with ASD due to difficulties
inherently knowing how to self-regulate: self-calm, relax, and refocus
(Autism Society of Wisconsin, 2014). According to Galinsky (2010),
regulating one’s thinking, emotions, and behavior is critical for success in
school, work, and life. Self-regulation is the ability to do what needs to be
done to be in the optimal state for a given situation (Kuypers, 2011).
It is critical to develop an understanding that students with ASD often
exhibit challenging behaviors resulting from increased anxiety because
they don’t know how to make better responsive choices (Autism Society of
Wisconsin, 2014). Therefore behavioral change will be dependent upon
direct instruction to the students with ASD when they are calm, so that
they can learn self-regulation skills and have opportunities to practice
skills in a safe and supportive environment. Students with ASD need to be
specifically taught to recognize what causes increased states of anxiety,
such as environmental or context triggers; what does the anxiety look,
feel, and sound like (e.g., silly-acting behaviors, aggression, refusal to
work, explosive-behaviors, etc.), as well as strategies or tools to selfregulate (Autism Society of Wisconsin, 2014).
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Self-Regulation
What is Self-Regulation?
Self-regulation is a term that describes a person’s ability to adjust their
level of alertness and how they display their emotions through behavior to
attain goals in socially adaptive ways (Bronson, 2000). As Kuypers stated,
“this includes regulating one’s sensory needs, emotions, and impulses to
meet the demands of the environment, reach one’s goals, and behave in
a socially appropriate way” (Kuypers, 2011, p. 3). Self-regulation involves
three neurological components; sensory processing, executive
functioning, and emotional regulation.
Sensory Processing
Although not a defining characteristic of ASD, sensory processing
impairments are prevalent in about 80-90% of individuals with ASD
(Ozonoff & Rodgers, 2005). According to the Autism Research Institute,
sensory integration is an innate neurobiological process and refers to the
integration and interpretation of sensory stimulation from the
environment by the brain. When individuals have sensory integration
impairments, sensory input is not integrated correctly in the brain and
may cause varying degrees of problems in development, information
processing, emotions and behavior. Sensory processing disorder was first
described by occupational therapist A. Jean Ayres in the 1970s. She
refers to sensory processing disorder as difficulties with receiving sensory
information, processing it, and/or responding to it. Sensory input includes
the following types of information visual, auditory (hearing), tactile (touch),
olfactory (smell), gustatory (taste), vestibular (movements and body’s
relationship to gravity), and proprioception (body awareness) (Kuypers,
2011).
Executive Functioning
Executive functioning skills are the mental processes that enable us to
plan, focus attention, remember instructions, and juggle multiple tasks
successfully. Kuypers compares executive functioning to a command or
control center in our brains that overseas actions and mental operations
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(Kuypers, 2011, p. 5). Our ability to self-regulate depends on the
effectiveness of these functions. Students have more control of their
actions when they are taught the skills to aide in executive functioning.
Emotional Regulation
Emotional Regulation is a process that involves initiating, inhibiting, or
modulating one's state or behavior in a given situation, including
monitoring, evaluating, and modifying your emotional response. Students
who struggle with these skills have a more difficult time regulating their
emotions.
Sensory processing, executive functioning, and emotional regulation all
depend on one another to be effective. A person is not able to
successfully self-regulate their needs and emotions if one component is
not functioning correctly. The purpose of this guide is to address these
needs with the help of a therapy dog and an evidence based selfregulation curriculum.
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Animal Assisted Therapy
What is Animal Assisted Therapy?
The Delta Society defines animal-assisted therapy (AAT) as a goal directed
intervention in which an animal meeting specific criterion is an integral
part of the treatment process. Animal-assisted therapy is designed to
promote improvement in human physical, social, emotional, or cognitive
function.
What Are the Benefits of Animal Assisted Therapy?
Children can respond to animals in ways they often can’t to people.
Research shows that animals can benefit children in the following ways:
• Therapy dogs can improve the quality of life as a tool for socializing,
relaxation and communication
• Therapy dogs can help alleviate anxiety or stress
• Therapy dogs provide children with the opportunity to show
independence and confidence by looking after a pet
• Therapy dogs help provide pro-social behavior in regard to treating
animals appropriately and caring for them
• Therapy dogs can provide opportunities for sensory input and
exercise and enables children to receive and give attention and
affection
• Therapy dogs serve as a non-judgmental outlet for children
(Anderson, 2007; Bassette & Taber-Doughty, 2013; Berry et. al 2011;
Fagan et. al 2012; Fung & Leung, 2014; O’Haire, 2013; Sams et. al
2006; Solomon, 2010)
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How To Get Started
There are many factors to consider before bringing your dog to your site.
The following topics will be discussed in this chapter:
1. Administrative Support
2. Site Evaluations
3. Dog Selection and Training
4. School-Wide Expectations
5. Other Considerations
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Administrative Support
Administration in your district may or may not be familiar with Animal
Assisted Therapy and the benefits it has on children with Autism
Spectrum Disorder. They may be hesitant to support this unique type of
intervention in their school sites because they lack the necessary
information to understand ATT. Having a binder full of research and
examples of dogs working in schools is key to gaining support from
administration. Key details and facts you want to include are: purpose,
goals and procedures for the dog’s inclusion, insurance, training and vet
certificates, allergies, and how to handle fears/anxiety of animals. Having
the answers to the important frequently asked questions for
administrators may go a long way. Below are a few FAQ you may be
asked:
“What insurance is covering this program?”
“What training or certification does the dog hold?”
“How do you know the dog is healthy? Have zoonotic disease concerns
been addressed?”
“What training/certificates/background do you (person handling the dog)
have to use this modality with students?”
Be prepared to answer these important questions. If you’re going to gain
the support of administration, you need to be prepared.
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Site Evaluations
You’ve been given the support of your administration, what are your next
steps? You will need to conduct a site evaluation to help determine what
may need to be changed prior to bringing a dog onsite. The following are
three primary areas to consider when conduction your site evaluation:
school and classroom layout, student assessment, and staff assessment.
School and Classroom Layout: It is important to consider and plan how
you will move with the dog through the classroom and crowded hallways
with students and staff. It is also important to know where you will provide
bathroom breaks for the dog. Within your classroom, find a spot that is a
“dog-only zone” to keep a kennel and allow for the dog to take a break or
drink/eat if needed.
Student Assessment: Although many students respond positively to dogs,
there may be students who have an aversion to dogs. This information is
incredibly important to know before bringing a dog onsite. One way to
gather this information is to email parents about having a dog in the
classroom. Encourage families to call, email, or meet with you to discuss
any questions or concerns they may have. Make sure families know that it
is okay if they do not want their child working with the dog. The child’s
feelings and safety should always be your top priority. Part of the student
assessment is checking for any allergies students may have.
Staff Assessment: If there are any staff members that may have an
aversion to dogs, it is important to work together to establish expectations
so everyone is comfortable.
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Dog Selection and Training
You have approval from your administration, you’ve conducted a site
evaluation, now it is time to select your dog and complete the necessary
training. There are different options when considering how to select the
right dog for you. You can adopt a dog that already has the training, send
your pet away for training, or apply for a dog through an organization that
specializes in training dogs.
If selecting and training your own dog, the following considerations are
important to address: the size of the dog, the age and health of the dog,
and if the dog was a rescue or came from a breeder.
Rescue or Breeder: You have the option of either, however there are
important facts to consider if thinking about a rescue dog. A potential
negative of training a rescue dog, may be the unknown fears and/or
behaviors of the dog. If selecting a rescue dog, you do not have any
background information about the dog (i.e. past health information). If you
get your dog through a breeder, you will have this information as well as
any potential health issues that may arise in the future.
Size: When selecting your dog, select a breed of dog that is safe for the
students, as well as for the dog. Small dogs are at a higher risk of being
dropped and/or stepped on, but larger dogs have the potential to
accidentally harm students. Examples of breeds that have been
successfully incorporated into classrooms include: Toy Poodle, Labrador,
West Highland Terrier, and Golden Retriever.
Age and Health: Organizations typically require a dog must be two years
old to be certified. Dogs typically work for eight years before retiring. If a
dog is young and starts to have health issues, they should be placed on
leave to recover before going back to work. If the dog is older and having
health issues, it may be time for him/her to retire. Refer to Appendix A for
resources for finding therapy dogs.
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School-Wide Expectations
Although you may solely use your dog with your students within your
classroom, it is important to set up school-wide expectations so other
students are aware of how to interact with the dog around the campus.
These rules and expectations are up to your discretion, or your
administrations discretion, if they have a preference. If you set the
expectation that your dog is working and is not to be pet, this needs to be
addressed to all students. If you’d like to give students the opportunity to
say hello to the dog, be sure they know what is expected of them prior to
bringing the dog to your site. Teach students the 4-step behavior
expectations for saying hello to your dog: A.A.P.G. (Approach, Ask, Pet,
Goodbye) Retrieved from www.schooltherapydogs.org, 2016).

Approach-This expectation teaches students when it is the appropriate

time to approach the dog. Decide when you feel it is appropriate for your
schedule (i.e. before school, recess, after school, etc.) and be sure
students know this is the only time they may approach the dog. Make
sure students know when it is not expected to approach (i.e. leaving class
or jumping out of line). Teach students how to approach. Decide if there
are a limited number of students that may approach at one time (i.e. 3 at
a time). If there are that many students, students need to know to wait till
someone leaves before approaching. Teach students to walk up slowly to
your dog, especially in a crowded/loud environment like recess or lunch.

Ask-This is a key safety measure for both the student and the dog.

Students are expected to ask if they may pet your dog and must wait for
your response before. This expectation is important for students to know
with all dogs.

Pet-Decide how you would like students to pet the dog, for example, on

the back, top of the head, under the chin, etc. This is up to your
discretion. Before students pet the dog, have them give the “sit” or
“down” command so the dog is aware of their presence and not surprised
when they pet him/her.
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Goodbye-This expectation is important for students know they cannot

spend a long time greeting the dog. Other children may want a turn so the
line may need to keep moving, or you or the dog may need a break or
have other responsibilities at that time.
You may teach students this 4-step behavior expectation when saying
hello to your dog in any format you’d like. A school wide assembly at the
beginning of the year may be the quickest and most efficient way. An
example PowerPoint to present is attached to Appendix B
Note: These are school wide expectations for students who do not interact
with the dog in the classroom; your classroom expectations will be
different.
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Other Considerations
Considerations for your dog
Although students may want your dog at school everyday, this may not be
in the dog’s best interests. A typical school day for a teacher is 7:45 AM to
3:30 PM; this is too long for a dog. Create a work schedule for your dog
that works best for the dog, you, and your students. Perhaps the dog
works 3 half days a week, or works 2 full days a week. Regardless of the
amount of days/hours worked per day, be sure to give the dog the
necessary breaks throughout the day (i.e. bathroom break,
drinking/eating break, and time to relax on their own). Create a “dog only
zone” with a kennel for these break times.
Insurance
While your district may allow you to bring a therapy dog onsite, insurance
through your school district or the union does not cover a therapy dog.
Typically organizations that certify dogs to become therapy dogs do not
offer insurance either due to liability concerns. Therefore, you are
responsible for purchasing personal insurance. Insurance is extremely
important to acquire before bringing the dog onsite. Healthcare providers
such as Healthcare Providers Service Organization (HPSO) covers Animal
Assisted Therapy work in the school setting.
Allergies
Allergies may be a potential issue for parents, staff, or administration. It is
essential there is protocol in place to address these issues. If a student or
staff member cannot be in contact with the dog, it is important to know
that prior to the dog coming into the classroom. It is essential to give your
dog regular baths (1-2 times a month) and wipe him/her down everyday
with anti-dander spray before the workday. This product can be
purchased at any local pet supply store. It will also be helpful to have
students wash their hands before and after working with the dog.
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Emergencies
Although there is never a way to anticipate any emergencies (lock downs,
fires, earthquakes, etc.) there are steps you can take to ensure the safety
of your dog, your students, and yourself if an emergency happens.
Training your dog for these emergencies is a vital piece. Use separate
commands with your dog to signal these events and practice these
commands once a month. During all school drills is also an important
time to practice these drills.
In the event of a dog scratch or bite, there should be protocol put in place.
This may be something you want to discuss with your administration,
however the following guidelines may help to determine which steps to
take: (a) student’s parents should be notified and an incident report
should be completed, (b) school nurse will be consulted in non-emergency
situations, and (c) 9-1-1 should be contacted in emergencies. Be sure to
inform administration right away of all incidences.
Be sure to have a command for your dog to go to the “dog only zone” if an
emergency arises. For example, for the dog and students protection, you
can command, “kennel” if a student unexpectedly escalates and
becomes physical.
Parent/Guardian Consent
A form for parents/guardians to give their informed, written consent
should be developed. If possible, formal meetings with parents and
students should be held to meet the dog, explain policies and procedures,
to allow them the opportunity to ask questions, and to acquire their
consent. An example permission form is attached to Appendix C.
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Introducing The Dog in the
Classroom
It is important to discuss what is expected of students when interacting
with the dog and what is unexpected prior to the dog coming onsite. This
time can be used to discuss with the class that the dog is a new member
of the class and why he/she is there. Prior to the dog arriving onsite,
teach students how they can interact with the dog to help with self
regulation and emotional control. Have students think of ways the dog
may help when they are in the different zones or states of alertness.
Create an anchor chart together for students to refer to when interacting
with the dog to help with self-regulation and emotional control.
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Classroom Rules
When bringing a dog into the classroom, it is best practice to hold a team
meeting with classroom instructional aides to solicit their ideas and
concerns (Anderson, 2007). This allows for the construction of a cohesive
program. Rules and procedures should include providing physical safety
for all and interactions with the dog during unstructured and structured
times. Students should be aware of expected behaviors and unexpected
behaviors prior to the dog being introduced. Give students the opportunity
to share their ideas of what they feel is expected and unexpected when
interacting with the dog. Create an anchor chart together to display in the
classroom. Determine what specific rules you want within the classroom.
Use this time to role-play with students and a stuffed animal the expected
and unexpected behaviors when interacting with the dog. If needed,
provide students with a social story t help support their understanding of
the rules. Refer to Appendix C for a social story. The following are
recommended:
Expected Rules for Safety of Students and the Dog
• When the dog is eating, sleeping, or in the “dog only zone,” students
should respect his/her need to be alone.
• Only during times of play should students be permitted to remove
objects from the dog’s mouth (ball, toy etc.).
• Students need permission to take the dog outside of the classroom
and should always be accompanied by an adult.
Unexpected
• It is never okay to become physically or verbally abusive to the dog.
Students who exhibit these behaviors will not be permitted to
interact with the dog for the remainder of the school year (or a time
period at your discretion). It is recommended to have a collaborative
discussion with the student’s parents if these behaviors occur
(Anderson, 2007).
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Building Trust
Development of student-dog relationships has the greatest potential for
helping students emotionally and behaviorally in the school setting since
a dog’s distribution of attention is usually ongoing and his acts of
affection are typically noncontingent (Anderson, 2007). It is important to
foster these relationships right away so the student and dog build a
mutual trust. In the beginning of the year (or when the dog in being
introduced) set aside a short time each day (i.e. 5-10 minutes) for every
student to interact with the dog. During this time, give students a menu of
approved activities to do with the dog (i.e. playing games, petting, holding,
reading to, talking, to, walking, etc.). Provide students with an approved
area to engage in these activities and be sure to always monitor these
interactions for appropriate behavior.
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Pawsitive Activities
Whether we know it or not, we are continually self-regulating our body and
emotions. We encounter situations that require these skills daily. When
we are feeling less regulated or too regulated, we have the ability to
naturally find ways to make us feel better. This skill does not come
naturally for individuals with autism, thus they need supports in place to
help teach and practice these skills.
This is the goal of curriculum such as The Alert Program written and
created by Sherry Shellenberger and Mary Sue Williams and The Zones of
Regulation written and created by Leah M. Kuypers, MA ED. OTR/L. To
learn more about The Alert Program visit
(http://www.alertprogram.com/authors.php) and The Zones of Regulation
visit (www.zonesofregulation.com).
The Alert Program uses an engine analogy to describe levels of alertness;
too high, too low, and just right. Children learn to recognize when their
alertness is too high or too low and learn ways to regulate back to the
“just right” feeling.
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The Zones of Regulation categorizes states of alertness and emotions into
four colored zones:
The red zone is used to describe extremely heightened states of alertness
and emotions. A person may be elated or experiencing anger, rage,
explosive behavior, devastation or terror when in the red zone.
The yellow zone is also used to describe heightened state of alertness
and elevated emotions; however one has more control when they are in
the yellow zone. A person may be experiencing stress, frustration, anxiety,
excitement, silliness, the wiggles, or nervousness when in the yellow zone.
The blue zone is used to describe low states of alertness and down
feelings, such as when one feels sad, tired, sick, or bored.
The green zone is used to describe a calm state of alertness. A person
may be described as feeling happy, focused, content, or ready to learn
when in the green zone. This is the zone where optimal learning occurs.
This guide is intended to give students strategies with a therapy dog to
help them get back to that “just right” feeling or the “green zone.” This
guide is not intended to teach children about the different levels of
alertness. Students need to be taught this skill through curriculum such
as The Alert Program or The Zones of Regulation. Once students are
properly introduced to these programs and different levels of alertness,
they can use the therapy dog as a tool to help with self-regulation.
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What a Dog Can Do
The suggested strategies can be used for more than one level of
alertness for different reasons. You may also develop new ideas with your
students. Some students may have preferences of which activity to do.
Let students use whatever strategy will help them get back to that “just
right” feeling.
Strategies When Students Are Feeling Too High or Red
• Take the dog for a walk; being outside and walking may be calming
for the individual
• Play fetch; being outside may be calming and the action of throwing
gives the individual the sensory input they may need when feeling
upset
• Pet the dog; this is calming for an individual
• Brush the dog; this is calming for an individual
• Read to the dog; this is calming for an individual
• Safely play tug of war; this action may give the individual the
sensory input they may need when feeling upset
Strategies When Students Are Feeling To Low or Blue
• Play fetch; being outside will help feel more awake and the action
of throwing the ball will wake up the body
• Safely play tug of war; this action may give the individual the
sensory input they may need to become more alert
• Pet the dog; this is calming for an individual who may be sad
• Brush the dog; this is calming for an individual who may be sad
• Read to the dog; this is calming for an individual who maybe sad
• Give the dog in a ride in the basket of a tricycle; this will help feel
more awake
• Hop or jump rope along with the dog; this will help feel more awake
Strategies When Students Are Feeling To Low or Yellow
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Take the dog for a walk; being outside and walking may help
alleviate being bored
Play fetch; being outside may help alleviate being bored/silly
and the action of throwing gives the individual the sensory input
they may need when feeling silly or bored
Pet the dog; this is calming for an individual
Brush the dog; this is calming for an individual
Read to the dog; this is calming for an individual
Safely play tug of war; this action may give the individual the
sensory input they may need when feeling bored/silly and may help
alleviate being bored
Give the dog in a ride in the basket of a tricycle; this will help feel
less bored or silly
Hop or jump rope along with the dog; this will help feel less bored or
silly
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A: Where to Find Therapy Dogs
B: Parent Permission Form
C: Social Story
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Appendix A
Where to Find Therapy Dogs
Canine Companion for Independence
Delta Society Pet Partners
Love on a Leash
Bright and Beautiful Therapy Dogs
West Michigan Therapy Dogs, Inc.
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Appendix B
Parent Permission Form
PERMISSION TO PARTICIPATE
IN ANIMAL ASSISTED THERAPY
CORONADO UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT

Your permission is requested for your child to participate in animal assisted activities within
the classroom at Village Elementary School.
I understand that my child may be working with a Therapy Dog. This animal has completed
behavioral and health testing requirements allowing it to be in the school and is currently
certified by _____________. I have discussed with Ms. McCawley any allergies or aversions I
am aware my child has for dogs.

I give my informed consent for my child to participate in animal assisted therapy within the
classroom
I do not give my informed consent for my child to participate in animal assisted therapy
within the classroom. I understand the animal will be in the classroom for animal assisted
therapy for other children, and my child will not participate.

Student Name: ________________________________________ Grade: ___________
Parent/Guardian Signature: _____________________________ Date: ____________
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Appendix C
Social Story
A Dog in My Class

Sometimes I feel bored or silly and that’s okay!
!

!
!
Sometimes I feel mad and out of control and
that’s okay!

Sometimes I feel sick, sleepy, or sad and that’s
okay!!
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I can use the dog to help me feel better!!

But there are rules I need to follow to stay safe!!

I need to respect the dog and be nice!

When the dog is in the “dog only” zone, I need
to stay away!

I need an adult when I want to take the dog
outside!

These rules help keep me and the dog safe
and happy!!
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Chapter Five: Project Recommendations
The purpose of this project was to address the following question: what can animal
assisted therapy/animal assisted intervention do to help students with autism spectrum disorder
with self-regulation and emotional control? “Pawsitive Self-regulation and Emotional Control: A
Guide For Implementing Therapy Dogs To Help Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder With
Self-Regulation and Emotional Control” was developed with this question in mind. A step-bystep manual for implementing a therapy dog to help support the sensory needs of students with
autism spectrum disorder was created for educators’ reference. With the help of a self-regulation
curriculum such as The Zones of Regulation (Kuypers, 2011) and The Alert Program
(Shellenberger & Williams, 1994), children learn strategies to help with anxiety, behavioral
challenges, and different states of alertness and how to self-regulate these issues. The purpose of
this guide is to allow students to use a therapy dog to aide in these self-regulation strategies.
Dogs serve as a non-judgmental source of support during therapy and interventions for children
with autism spectrum disorder. This project includes limitations and lessons that were learned
throughout the process. Future research and recommendations for people who want to implement
this project are also discussed and provided.
Lessons Learned
A major lesson learned through this process was that the development of this manual took
time, dedication, and hard work when researching topics and creating a meaningful manual for
educators and students. Through this process I learned there are many aspects that need to be
considered before implementing a therapy dog in the classroom. The safety of everyone involved
(staff, students, and the dog) is an important lesson I learned through this process. Establishing

PAWSITIVE SELF REGULATION & EMOTIONAL CONTROL

57&

rules and expectations with students to insure this safety is essential. I learned that rules and
expectations are not only essential for the students in your classroom, but also need to be
addressed to the school as a whole.
Another lesson I learned through this process is how important using an evidence-based
curriculum is to the success of this therapy and intervention. Although animal assisted therapy
and interventions are gaining popularity, they are not on the “established” list of The National
Autism Center’s National Standards Project. With the use of an evidence-based curriculum,
students will find more success when using the therapy dog.
Project Implementation Plans
This project has been well thought out and created because I have a passion for therapy
dogs, students with autism spectrum disorder, and sensory regulation and emotional control of
students with ASD. If given the opportunity, I would love to incorporate these strategies within
my own classroom. If I do get the opportunity to implement this project, I will follow the
necessary steps in this process to insure the safety of the dog and all individuals involved. If I
work in a district that would allow this type of intervention, I would pilot this project and take
note of the advantages of this intervention and any necessary changes that need to be made for
future implementation and research. I hope that anyone who has the same passion as me will be
excited about this project and the potential for implementation. If they decide they want to
implement these strategies, the following recommendations should be considered.
Educational Implications
This project provides educators with the tools necessary to implement a therapy dog in
the classroom to support sensory needs of students with autism spectrum disorder. For best
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practice of implementation, it is recommended that whoever intends to use this guide, first
teaches students self-regulation skills through an evidence based curriculum, such as the Zones
of Regulation (Kuypers, 2011) or The Alert Program (Shellenberger & Williams, 1994).
Fostering self-regulation and emotional control is a complex process that involves many topics.
Students need to learn this process before they use a therapy dog as a strategy to aide in
regulating themselves.
It is essential that anyone who intends to use a therapy dog in an educational setting is
aware and understands the responsibilities of owning and using a therapy dog for the safety of all
involved. There are many factors to consider before using a therapy dog as a tool. It is important
to take into consideration the following criterion; allergies of students and staff, insurance
options for the dog, potential emergency situations (fire, lock down etc.), the work schedule of
the dog and breaks (bathroom, food, water, rest), fears of students or staff, parent consent and
setting up a “dog only” zone within the classroom. Once all these factors have been
acknowledged and addressed, a therapy dog may be introduced to students. These factors
contribute to safely implementing a therapy dog.
Before implementing a therapy dog into a classroom, it is best practice to discuss with the
students the rules and expectations for interacting with the dog. Decide what rules and
expectations you want for your classroom and talk with students about these rules. As a class,
create an anchor chart addressing these expectations. Have students share what they feel the
expectations are and what is unexpected. Use this opportunity to role-play with the students and
provide materials to help support this process (i.e. social stories).
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Limitations of Project
Although this project was well thought out and researched, there are some limitations.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) requires that public schools use
evidence-based practices to support the needs of students with autism spectrum disorder.
Although animal assisted therapy and intervention is continuing to gain popularity, it is still
considered on the “Unestablished” list on The National Autism Center’s National Standards
Project. More research on the effects animal assisted therapy and interventions have on
individuals with autism spectrum disorder needs to be conducted before being placed on the
“Emerging” and “Established” list.
Project Suggestions
For future educational research, I would suggest a study that focuses on the specific
effects a therapy dog has on students with autism spectrum disorder in regards to self-regulation
and emotional control. To go further into this topic, I would suggest a study that focuses on how
behavior of students with autism spectrum disorder is affected by self-regulation and emotional
control and how a therapy dog will increase positive behavior by meeting the sensory and
emotional needs of a student with autism spectrum disorder.
This project can lead to future curriculum development by incorporating the ideas and
research from The Zones of Regulation (Kuypers, 2011) or The Alert Program (Shellenberger &
Williams, 1994) in specific relation to a therapy dog. This project is intended to be used as a
supplementary tool to these evidence-based curriculums, however for future research, an
evidence-based curriculum with therapy dogs could be researched and developed.
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Summary/Conclusion
This project, “Pawsitive Self-Regulation and Emotional Control,” was researched and
developed based on my passion for therapy dogs and the sensory and emotional needs of
students with autism spectrum disorder. The goal was to provide educators with a step-by-step
manual for implementing a therapy dog. Since there are many important aspects to consider
before a therapy dog can be introduced to the classroom, I wanted to create a manual with all the
information in on book.
Students with autism spectrum disorder carry the unfair label as the “bad kid,” as a
special education teacher it is our job to provide these students with the necessary skills and tools
to help them succeed in their daily lives. It is my hope that this project will help a student with
autism spectrum disorder find the success they deserve in their life.
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