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Abstract

Background. In this paper we tried to present a method of animal-assisted therapy for a group of 3-6 year old preschoolers.
The preliminary methodological study aimed at the development of animal-assisted activities and, on the other hand, aspects
of the activity exercising demonstrations. The aim was to present the advantages offered by dog-assisted therapy in the

development of motor skills.

Aims. We assume that through dog-assisted therapy we can obtain significant results from the point of view of general

motor skills in children with disabilities

Methods. We studied research aimed at highlighting the influence of dog therapy on children in training and recovery
activities. We also drew inspiration from our own experience with the therapy dog West. The sessions took place in a

kindergarten group of 6 to 10 people.

Results. Most research criteria were found to be easy to use and demonstrated the ability to monitor changes in children’s
behavior. The children uniformly showed improvements in behavior being more motivated towards the activity in the presence
of the dog. Attention also increased in the activities carried out in the presence of the dog.

Conclusions. The studied research and personal observations are extremely promising: it would be worth testing and
evaluating the effectiveness of the therapy dog on the activities carried out by children. For this, the present study provides
good foundations both in terms of thematics and the application of observational aspects.
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Introduction

Animal-assisted therapy (AAT) is a structured
therapeutic intervention with the deliberate inclusion of
an animal in a therapeutic treatment plan. Generally, AAT
involves a licensed therapist guiding interactions between
a patient and an animal to achieve specific goals (Chandler,
2012; Kruger & Serpell, 2010); (1).

The dog as a therapeutic agent appeared by chance in the
case of a therapy session of the American psychiatrist Boris
Levinson. He observed the interaction between the strongly
internalized child and his dog to whom the boy opened up
very quickly, and to whom he began to tell stories.

There is more evidence of the positive effects of dogs on
children (Levinson, 1962; Levinson,1964; Levinson,1965;
Levinson, 1970; Mallon 1994; Reichert 1994; Hansen et
al. 1999; Hergovich et al. 2002; Lieber 2002; Anderson &
Olson, 2006).

The effect of animals on humans has been investigated
in many studies, where they looked at the effect of animals
on breathing, heart rate and stress. Friedmann et al. (2010)
studied blood pressure in 36 children in performance
situations (they had to read aloud from a book).

According to the biophilia hypothesis,observing an
animal has a calming effect on people (O’Haire, 2010).

Every child’s blood pressure was measured every
minute, and each child was examined once in a no-dog
situation and once with a dog. The children’s heart rate and
blood pressure were lower in the presence of the dog.

Baun et al. (1984) found significant differences in blood
pressure in those people who petted or talked to a dog versus
others who read. They concluded that petting an animal has
a more calming effect than resting.

Baun et al. (1984) proved that the presence of the animal
also regulates the breathing.

In stressful conditions the presence of a pet can reduce
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the feeling of stress just like the presence of a life partner.
This aspect was proved by Allen (2003) and the conditions
in which they tested the parameters of stress in the presence
of the pet, the life partner or a friend. Also in this study
it was proven that the sensation of pain decreases in the
presence of the pet.

Coming out of a disadvantaged family environment,
children learn the tenderness and care they first show
towards the animal, but this attitude later affects the
interpersonal relationships (Melson & Fine, 2010). The
animal allows itself to be loved and he returns love.

Cole's research has illustrated AAT’s potential for
facilitating growth towards therapeutic goals when
combined with more traditional approaches” (Cole, 2009).

The presence of animals stimulates the spontaneous
expression of emotions, which is very important for
psychological - and therefore physical - well-being. The
presence of animals also reduces anxiety (Wells, 2009).
Animals also influence human socialization. Messent, 1983
(quoted by Cusack, 1988) observed that when people walk
with a pet they engage in more conversations than without,
and these conversations are longer in the presence of the pet.

During one of the studies the development of emerging
aggression was observed showed that children’s aggressive
behavior during the task and decreased while waiting in
the presence of an animal (Babos et al., 2002). The results
of the research are extremely promising. The children
uniformly showed improvement in their emotional and
social openness and communication style.

Another exploratory study builds on existing research
on the physiological stress response to human—animal
interactions in a non-clinical sample of adult dog-owners
interacting with their own dog or an unfamiliar therapy dog
under similar conditions. Participants were therapy-dog
owners interacting with their own dogs and dog owners
interacting with an unfamiliar therapy dog. Interestingly,
while the results suggested dog owners perceived less stress
and anxiety when interacting with their own dogs compared
with those interacting with an unfamiliar dog, other results
suggested greater reductions in cortisol, SBP, DBP, and HR
for those interacting with the unfamiliar dog (Barker et al.,
2010).

Although the main goal of animal-assisted therapy
is usually better functioning for cognitive processes and
the acquisition of knowledge, this therapy can have other
significant effects that we can focus on in animal-assisted
therapeutic occupations. The therapy dog must be given
instructions, which makes the child think and pay attention.

Through physical skill development, children explore
their capabilities and learn about themselves and their
environment. All children must be allowed to explore their
abilities and learn to solve problems. Through play and
games, children can learn who they are and what they are
capable of doing (Bunker,1991).

A reading intervention known as canine-assisted
literacy has proved to increase children’s reading fluency
and motivation, providing encouragement for struggling
readers, and making reading fun for students in general
(Jalongo et al., 2004).

The fields of application of dog-assisted therapy are very
broad. It can be applied in the case of children with special
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educational needs, with learning disabilities, with reduced
mobility, in the case of delayed speech development,
the development of children with speech, language and
communication disorders or speech impediments (animal-
assisted speech therapy), in the development for children
with mild, severe disabilities, in the early development of
children with autism or symptoms of autism, in children
with learning disabilities (dyslexia, dysgraphia), in the
development of hyperactive children or with physical
problems, in the case of the development of a child with
antisocial, behavioral disorders or with integration problems
(emotion, empathy, development of social skills).

Many studies have proven that it is very good to work
with problem children involving animals. Animals brought
into the classroom stimulate learning processes, they have a
good influence on the classroom mood (Kaye, 1984).

The dog provides major support in the development
of movement: the development of large movements,
fine movements, the development of spatial orientation,
body schema, body perception, speech, communication,
improving attention, concentration, precision, developing
memory, developing social skills, developing self-
image and self-awareness, developing a sense of rhythm,
developing and maintaining a healthy and conscious
lifestyle, developing problem-solving skills, increasing
tolerance for failure, behavior and behavior problems,
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, foreign language,
expanding vocabulary, awakening interest, deepening
knowledge etc.

In the case of children with poor development of
motor skills, inhibition and frustration appear, therefore
these children avoid and refuse motor activities. If the
dog appears during the activities, motivation appears, the
children perform the tasks willingly, smiling, forgetting
about their problems. The dog accepts children as they are,
with or without defects, he behaves the same with everyone,
it makes no difference.

It is widely accepted that children need physical
activities for their healthy development, and it is proven
that movement and action are essential for the harmonious
development of cognitive functions such as language,
sensation and perception, as well as some intellectual skills.

It also plays a big role in behavior control the early motor
coordination activities. This is how the child experiences
that he is the master of his own actions, that he is ahead
he can summon things and control his own movement.
Animals are often used to develop greater self-control and a
sense of responsibility (Serpell, 2000).

AAT has also been shown to facilitate cognitive and
social development (Olds et al., 1994; Sollerhed et al.,
2008; Stork & Sanders, 2008), and there appears to be a
strong relationship between the development of gross motor
skills and language (Rarick, 1980). As children develop
more sophisticated motor skills, their capacity for language
improves as well.

When dog and child meet there is inevitably a motor
component to their interaction. When we think of the
image of a child next to a dog we can imagine a series of
movements in their way of playing. Inevitably, the idea of
detecting the positive effects brought by therapy dogs in the
development of motor skills in children arises.
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The predictability of school performance can be most
easily estimated through perceptual and motor skills. These
are the areas where fortunately therapy dogs can be used
predominantly, they can be included in motor activities and
even provide added value to these activities.

Hypothesis

We assume that through dog-assisted therapy we obtain
significant results from the point of view of general motor
skills in children with disabilities.

Material and methods

We mention that there is the consent of the Ethics
Committee of the Center for Inclusive Education Bonitas
for conducting the research. We also mention that there is
the informed consent of the child subjects and the consent
of the parents for the research..

Research protocol

a) Period and place of the research

b) The experimental research will be carried out for a
period of 3 months between February 15 and June 30, 2023.
The results obtained will be the subject of Note II.

c) Subjects and groups

The target group are children with disabilities of
preschool age between 3-8 years old, girls and boys

The children participating in the research have the
following disabilities: autism spectrum disorder, intelectual
development disorder, movement disorder, delay speech
development

d) Applied tests

- We cross the route
We cross the bridge
We sneak under the bridge
We overcome obstacles
We lead the dog
“Movement Score” Trail
We imitate the dog

e) Statistical processing

Calculation of the significance p-value from the
difference of the means, by the specific statistical-
mathematical method. Statistical table and p-significance
for each item.

Preliminary results

During the activities carried out with the therapy dog
West, we tried to develop basic motor skills, aiming to
stimulate children with disabilities to move on all fours,
motivating them for the activities demonstrated by the
dog. During these activities, in addition to motivation,
children’s attention also develops, they must watch the
dog’s demonstrations, follow the route.

In the following we present some ideas of activities
carried out for the development of motor skills with the
therapy dog West.

a) We cross the route

We are putting a play tunnel in the gym. The children
are sitting on a bench waiting for the instruction.

The dog presents the task, crosses the tunnel. The
children follow him in turn. At the end of the tunnel children
can pet the dog. Motor activity performed on all fours by
children (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1 — Cross the route by the dog.

We put a bench in the gym. The children sit on another
bench waiting for the instruction. The dog presents the
task, climbs onto the bench and crosses it on all fours
without falling. The children follow him in turn. At the end
of the exercise, the children can pet the dog. Motor activity
performed on all fours by children.

Fig. 3 — The kid crosses the bridge.

b) We sneak under the bridge

The dog is placed on two gymnastic benches, between
which there is a distance where children cross. Children
are asked to take turns to cross under the dog bridge (Fig.
2; Fig. 3).
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At the end of the exercise, the children can pet the dog.
Motor activity performed on all fours by children.

c) We overcome obstacles

In the gymnasium we make obstacles out of different
gym objects, objects for maintaining balance, climbing,
crossing. The dog presents the task, crossing each element
of the route. The children follow him in turn. At the end of
the exercise, the children can pet the dog. Motor activity
performed on all fours by children, by climbing, by
crawling (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4 — Crossing the obstacles supervised by the dog.

d) We lead the dog

In the gymnasium we set up some milestones. We
present the task, crossing the route around the stakes leading
the dog on a leash. The children take turns performing the
task. At the end of the exercise, the children can pet the
dog. Motor activity performed standing, walking (Fig. 5).

These activities develop walking on all fours, crawling,
balance, skill, contributing to the child’s development by
increasing motor performance and self-confidence.

Fig. 5 — The children walk the dog.
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e) “Movement Score” Trail

In the hall we place the elements of the educational game
“Movement score”. Each tablet means a movement (imitate
the bear, imitate the frog, the wind etc.). The dog does the
demonstration, runs the route and shows the children the
right movement for each tablet. The children follow the dog
in turn and make the route. These activities develop balance,
eye-hand-foot coordination (Fig. 6, Fig. 7).

Fig. 7 — Movement score educational activity.

1) We imitate the dog

Children are asked to stand facing the dog and wait
for instructions. Every movement of the dog will have
to be imitated. When the dog stands, the children do the
same, when it lies down, spins, “slaps” the children imitate
the movement. It is a game through which we develop
attention, large movements (8).

Fig. 8 — Do what the dog is does.
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Discussion

We believe that exercises with the help of the dog
strengthen the child’s self-confidence, therapists always
find games where children experience success. Certain
exercises are refused by these children because of fear
or insecurity in movement, but in the presence of the dog
these obstacles disappear, the children no longer think
about the sensations of discomfort but simply follow the
dog.

The dog is very loved by children and that is why its
presence stimulates the children, being much more easily
trained in different activities. It is considered a friend,
a companion who does not criticize you, accepts you
without prejudice.

Since these children are mostly non-verbal at preschool
age, they cooperate very quickly and well with an animal
that, like him, is directed by short verbal indications and
by different gestures. Following the assisted therapies
with the dog, relationships with peers deepened as a result
of the shared experience.

Conclusions

1. The current work was thought to be a study of the
existing research in the field, before starting our own
research.

2. In the framework of the research, we propose the
use of exercises that develop the functions necessary for
the development of the preschool period and are indicated
for this age period. We have also presented some of these
exercises in the paper.

3. We will focus on developing laterality, eye-
hand-foot coordination, improving fine motor skills and
stimulating the vestibular system.

4. We want to do the activities with a certain
regularity, carrying out one activity per week.
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