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INTRODUCTION

The use of animals in classrooms has 
become a popular method of providing 
services to students with unique social, 
behavioral, and emotional disorders. 
Animal-assisted education (AAE) in the 
school environment is a complementa-
ry means of achieving educational goals 
by having an animal in the classroom 
(Friesen, 2009).

The mere presence of animals can im-
prove the education environment. Special-
ly trained classroom animals can motivate 
students with disabilities to learn social-
ly important behaviors in a positive and 

risk-free environment (Baumgartner and 
Cho, 2014), create a classroom-friendly 
learning environment and help to address 
the communication barriers of problem 
pupils (Kellnerová, 2013). Contact with 
animals teaches pupils to be calmer and 
to lessen their impulsive behavior (Flom, 
2005). Several studies have focused their 
research on the role of pets in primary 
schools and what benefits their presence 
can bring. Daly and Suggs (2010) focused 
on teachers’ experiences and attitudes re-
garding the use of pets in classrooms, and 
their opinions on the possible advantages 
of the animal’s presence in the classroom. 
The data were collected from primary 
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Abstract
This article clarifies how animals may be of help in education – an 
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school teachers. Many educators who partic-
ipated in the study said that animals have a 
positive effect on increasing the pupil’s empa-
thy and social-emotional development.

The use of AAE in schools supports the de-
velopment of cognitive and emotional skills. 
Interaction with animals can also be used 
in psychology, as it can act as a tool against 
stress, anxiety, and learning difficulties. In 
2017, a study was conducted at an elemen-
tary school in Naples that involved 21 third-
year elementary school students. The AAE 
involved a psychologist competent to perform 
therapeutic activities with the help of an ani-
mal, a veterinarian, animals as co-therapists, 
and the teachers were only observers. Three 
donkeys and one dog were used as therapy 
animals and the study lasted for five months 
(six visits lasting sixty minutes). The first five 
meetings took place with only a dog in the 
classroom. The last meeting with animals took 
place in the Experimental Center, where three 
donkeys were involved. Specific work in the 
classroom was in the form of games and coop-
eration with the animal. Through the targeted 
action of the animals on the group of children, 
it was observed that the children cooperated 
better with their peers. Pupils who were alone 
in the group before were also involved in the 
activities. Children became more empathetic 
and were able to keep their attention longer 
(Dicé et al., 2017).

The presence of an animal in the classroom 
can also be very beneficial for pupils with low 
self-esteem and self-respect. For these chil-
dren, interaction with animals is much eas-
ier than with their peers. The most common 
reason is that the animal does not judge them 
nor ridicule them for their wrong answers or 
lack of knowledge. Classroom animals can 
also help address issues related to education, 
social bias, and communication problems. 
According to teachers, there are less aggres-
sive children in the classroom where a dog is 
present. This finding suggests that the pres-
ence of animals in the classroom is not only 
suitable for children with disabilities, but is 
also important for the social and cognitive 
development of children. The presence of an 
animal is also utilized in the children of for-
eigners who have difficulty understanding the 
language when they start school (Hergovich et 
al., 2002).

One of the important factors for the suc-
cessful integration of animals into education 
is an enthusiastic educator who is willing to 
make sacrifices (because keeping animals in 
the classroom is time-consuming). Further-
more, there is a need for motivated children 
who will be interested in activities with ani-
mals. Funding, tolerant colleagues, helpful 
school management and parents are also very 
important – as such activity should be carried 
out with general support and consistency. Ap-
propriate places to keep the animals in should 
also be provided, and veterinary care must be 
ensured as well.

Effective animal implementation depends 
on strong administrative, parental, and peer 
support, as well as on the setting of clear and 
well measurable objectives, systematically 
monitoring student’s progress, the choice of 
animal, and well-developed health and safety 
practices. When special educators and other 
professionals in the field of special education 
hear about animal-supported activities, they 
appreciate the potential benefits and possi-
ble applications for students with significant 
societal and behavioral problems – especially 
those with autism, learning disabilities, atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 
emotional behavioral disorder, and cognitive 
impairment (Baumgartner and Cho, 2014).

The goal of this review article is to inform 
experts and the general public about this in-
creasingly popular method of education in 
which animals are involved in the learning 
process (AAE). The authors consider it impor-
tant to spread awareness of AAE as it is po-
tentially an effective method to help children 
(even those with special needs) to learn – and 
most importantly, to feel more included and 
comfortable at school.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The method of content analysis of documents 
was used for the elaboration of this article. 
Relevant sources were searched through sci-
entific databases (WOS, Pubmed, ScienceDi-
rect, Scopus). The search was performed using 
keywords (animal assisted education; animal 
assisted activities; dog; children; special ed-
ucation; special needs; behavioral disorders) 
using the Boolean operators “and” and “or”. 
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During the next phase of the search, 45 stud-
ies were found. The results were then filtered 
to achieve the number of 35. In the next phase 
of the analysis, all duplicates and studies that 
did not deal with the issues we examined in 
the required context were removed. The to-
tal was 23 studies that were relevant, and we 
used them in the article. Collection and anal-
ysis of results took place between the autumn 
of 2017 and the summer of 2018.

RESULTS

Use of a dog in education
The use of specially trained dogs in educa-
tional programs has recently become increas-
ingly popular – especially abroad. The pres-
ence of dogs in the class is attracting more and 
more attention, mainly due to their potential 
use in various therapies and activities in dif-
ferent age categories (Beetz et al., 2012). Re-
search conducted over the past thirty years 
suggests that dogs can offer physiological, 
emotional, social, and physical support to 
children (Friesen, 2009).

A study conducted by Kotrschal and Ort-
bauer (2003) reported that the presence of 
a dog in the classroom led to a reduction in 
aggressive behavior and hyperactivity, and 
greater social cohesion in the classroom. The 
presence of a dog in the classroom can help 
to create a better social and emotional atmos-
phere, especially for children with language 
problems. Hergovich et al. (2002) say that 
in general the current findings show that the 
presence of a dog in the class has a positive 
effect on its students. They confirmed hypoth-
eses about improving independence and em-
pathy with animals. Dogs can also be used in 
the classroom to assist in everyday activities 
and can be the subject of creative story writ-
ing. Dogs may also participate in group class 
activities (Fung, 2016).

Abroad, dogs are used to improve reading 
skills in a so-called “dog-assisted reading pro-
gram” (Kirnan et al., 2018). Hall et al. (2016) 
say there is evidence suggesting that reading 
to a dog can have a beneficial effect on sev-
eral behavioral processes (which also have a 
positive influence on children’s well-being). 
Proponents of the “READ” project assume 
that reading with the assistance of dogs helps 
motivate children to read and increases their 

confidence and peace of mind. The presence 
of the dog induces a sense of security when 
reading. It also affects physiological aspects 
such as lowering blood pressure.

It should be noted that projects such as 
READ do not provide any evidence through 
control groups to support this statement. 
However, there is evidence in the wider lit-
erature which suggests that greater motiva-
tion to read improves reading performance. 
READ programs try to overcome children’s 
fear of reading, which may have arisen from 
the mockery of classmates. Dogs are quiet 
companions that allow the children to work 
at their own pace without judging them. The 
“Dog assisted reading program” takes place 
in public libraries, school libraries, or class-
rooms. This activity may take place in an in-
dividual or group form, in which the whole 
class participates in the reading. It does not 
matter whether the program runs in libraries 
or classrooms, or in what form it takes place 
(Kirnan et al., 2015).

Effect of a dog’s presence on children 
with behavioral disorders and special 
educational needs
In pupils with mental retardation, contact 
with the dog leads to positive changes in 
their behavior. The presence of a dog leads 
to an improvement in the social interaction 
of children with teachers. Having a dog in the 
classroom positively affects the verbal and 
nonverbal components of communication 
(Esteves and Stokes, 2008). The dog also has 
evident effects on children with Down syn-
drome. Under the guidance of the therapist, 
it is necessary to first establish contact with 
the dog and remove the fear of the animal. For 
children with Down syndrome, the dog causes 
increased physical activity and the effort for 
greater independence. It expands vocabulary, 
affects concentration and develops all of the 
child’s senses (Budzinska-Wrezesień et al., 
2012).

The presence of a dog in a class with stu-
dents with special educational needs had a 
positive effect on the social relationships with 
classmates and the ability of pupils to endure 
longer activities. Interviews with teachers at 
elementary schools (where the dog-assisted 
reading took place) indicated that this activity 
led to improved behavior, especially for pupils 
with special educational needs (Kirnan et al., 
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2018). Busch et al. (2016) describe how chil-
dren with behavioral disorders, specifically 
ADHD, have been shown to pay more atten-
tion to the teacher when the dog is present 
in the classroom. When the dog is properly 
involved in the teaching process, it can help 
children focus and maintain attention. Oth-
erwise, the dog can distract children from 
learning. Furthermore, the dog also motivates 
children to make greater efforts to fulfill the 
assigned tasks.

Effect of a dog’s presence on children 
with an autistic spectrum disorder
Experts are increasingly engaged in the use 
of dogs in autistic children, both in research 
and practical use. The social interaction of a 
child with ASD with other people is limited, 
however, these children can establish and de-
velop close relationships with animals (Hill et 
al., 2018). An animal can act as a social medi-
ator for ASD children to connect with people 
around them (O’Haire et al., 2014). The posi-
tive effect of the presence of a dog on children 
with ASD was first reported by psychologist 
Dr. Boris Levinson in the sixties. He observed 
that the presence of a dog increased com-
munication in these children and their will-
ingness to participate in therapy (Hill et al., 
2018). Autistic children suffer from increased 
social anxiety, they can be bullied, and reject-
ed by their peers. Two methods are used in the 
interaction between autistic children and an-
imals. The first method is free contact. In this 
method, the child is not forced to contact the 
dog directly and only the handler plays with 
the dog. The handler shows the child different 
exercises and tricks that the dog can perform. 
This method is used to relieve the child’s fear 
of the dog. It is recommended to start therapy 
with this method. The second method is called 
contact therapy. In this method, the child is 
in direct contact with the dog. Contact thera-
py is used by the therapist when the child has 
overcome the fear of the dog and trusts the 
animal; and therefore, can better perceive the 
teacher’s instructions. The fulfillment of these 
two conditions is necessary for the child to be 
able to fully relax (Budzinska-Wrzesień et al., 
2012).

The presence of an animal can alleviate 
some stressful feelings. The animal acts as a 
buffer, and at the same time focuses on pos-
itive attention (O’Haire, 2017). Within one 

group, experts noted improvements in verbal, 
nonverbal, and desirable behaviors, as well as 
a reduction in unwanted behavior during ani-
mal-assisted education (Hill et al., 2018). Ac-
cording to Beetz et al. (2012), we can assume 
that the long-term integration of the dog into 
classes with children with ASD reduces the 
main symptoms of this disorder.

The use of other animals in education
Horses can also be used in the education pro-
cess. These are used for their physical attri-
butes – mainly their size. The size and shape 
of the horse inspire respect in children. The 
horse is used in children with cognitive and 
emotional disorders and disabilities. Children 
with physical disabilities who underwent a 
program of horse-assisted activities (HAA) 
showed greater self-confidence than at the be-
ginning of the program (Ewing et al., 2007).

Horse-assisted activities are one of the 
fields of equine-assisted interventions (hi-
porehabilitation). HAA is a method of social 
and special education which enables people 
to socialize, develop physical fitness, induce 
positive changes in their psyche, improve 
self-control, and improve movement coordi-
nation and balance. HAA can also be used in 
educational processes as a motivator. Within 
the scope of pedagogical activities, almost an-
yone can take part in the HAA if their health 
and mental condition allow safe execution of 
these activities (Koca and Ataseven, 2016). 
The method we call “horse-supported learn-
ing” is based on the experience of learning 
processes. It solves emotional problems, be-
havioral disorders, and individual problems 
of individual children. Contact with hors-
es is used to address these problems (Dell 
et al., 2011). Horse-assisted activities and 
horse-supported teaching are almost identical 
methods. The first is used in the Czech Repub-
lic, the second abroad.

HAA in the education process can include 
feeding, grooming, and riding a horse. This 
method is unique because children must be 
physically active to meet the animal and, fur-
thermore, they spend their time outdoors in 
the open air. A study by Ewing et al. (2007) 
involved several children with different case 
reports. One of the children was an eleven-
year-old girl who had been diagnosed with 
behavioral disorders and educational and 
speech problems. This resulted in problems 
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with communication and maintaining eye 
contact. The girl experienced problems with 
her mother and had been sexually abused. 
She had no basic hygiene habits. This was re-
flected in her attending school in dirty clothes, 
and her unkempt and messy appearance. The 
girl went through a large and positive change 
during her visits to horses. The therapy was 
designed in such a way that the girl learned to 
care for herself while taking care of her horse. 
She knew that unless she was well-groomed, 
she and the horse could not go riding. HAA 
also helped her with the problem of commu-
nication and eye contact. She first learned to 
communicate and maintain eye contact with 
the horse – and later with the riding instruc-
tor.

Another animal that is used in education 
is the cat, which is used with younger chil-
dren (Tomaszewska et al., 2017). The select-
ed cat should seek out contact with people, be 
fond of petting, not be afraid of loud sounds, 
and not display unexpected behavior (Fine, 
2006). The content of therapy with a cat can 
be stroking, brushing, petting, and feeding.  
A cat can also be part of the relaxation between 
activities. Children also learn the differenc-
es between domestic cats and wild cats. Part 
of the activities can be, for example, solving 
and doing puzzles with motifs of cats – dur-
ing which children practice their motor skills. 
The presence of cats in classrooms has an im-
pact on reducing stress, anxiety, and improv-

ing communication between children and the 
ability to learn. Cats can be used in physical 
education, where children stretch and mimic 
the movements of cats (Tomaszewska et al., 
2017).

CONCLUSIONS

The use of animals in education offers many 
possibilities to make education special and 
different. When an animal is present, the en-
vironment is considered to be more pleasant, 
less directive, and offers an active involve-
ment of pupils in animal welfare and teaching 
preparation. The animal positively influences 
relationships in the classroom, students’ ac-
tivity in lessons, and increases school attend-
ance and interest in the curriculum. The cor-
nerstone of animal-assisted education is the 
selection of an animal that will be comforta-
ble and happy during these activities, and of 
course the enthusiasm and creativity of the 
educator.
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