
Who Let The Dogs In?
Therapy Dogs In Schools



● Why therapy dogs?

● Getting started in Mesa Public Schools

● Paws & Peers

● Connection with Arizona State University

● Q & A

Welcome

“Until one has loved an animal,

a part of one’s soul remains 

unawakened.”

—ANATOLE FRANCE



Therapy Dogs in the USA

★ Hospital / Nursing home comfort

★ Crisis intervention

★ College destressor

★ Airport comfort

★ Courtroom companion 



March For Our Lives

“School safety is about more 

than fencing, cameras, 

bulletproof glass, and more 

security officers.  Add 

mental and emotional 

health to the 

conversations.” 



Research shows positive 
interactions with a dog reduces 
cortisol levels (stress hormone). 
It lowers blood pressure, relaxes 
muscles, and regulates breathing 
(Beetz et al., 2012). 

Canines specifically increase 
responses that trigger oxytocin
(happiness, bonding, trust, love 
hormone; Beetz et al., 2012).

Why Therapy Dogs?



Getting Started

Ella Wallace and Elaine Miner founded 
Paws & Peers in 2019 with the goal of 

meeting these needs. 

They began this journey by visiting New 
York City Public Schools (1.5 million 
students) to view their program in 

action. We selected 5 pilot schools at 
the time. 



Did you know?



Meet Nelly



87 Paws & Peers Therapy Dogs
36 Rescue Dogs
85 Participating MPS Staff
50 Participating Sites



Participants



Our Dogs

Rescues

No Breed Restrictions
Chihuahuas
Boxers
Hounds
Golden/Lab Retrievers
Poodles
Bulldogs
Terriers
Pitbulls
Mixed

Non-Rescues



What Classrooms?



We partnered with East Valley K9 trainers to create 
a tailored therapy training program. Angel Dogs
ensures our dogs are prepared for classroom life. 

The program consists of:
★ 6 weeks of Basic Obedience training
★ 8 weeks of Therapy Prep training
★ Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) final 

evaluation

Our Training



Assistance Animal Types



Implementing on Campus

● Mutt-i-grees® curriculum

● Counselors: 1-1 or small group interventions

● Crisis situations

● Nurses office support

● Classroom visits 

● School events

● Resource teachers: student IEP needs

● Walk campus



Mutt-i-grees®

The Mutt-i-grees® curriculum, written by Yale 

University in partnership with North Shore Animal 

League America, bridges social and emotional learning 

and humane education and the plight of shelter dogs 

to develop confident, caring, connected kids. 



Supporting Shelters



Dogs in Teams

Therapy dog & handler

Smile Break



Admin Testimony
PawsPeers_Hunt (1).mov



Goals & Early Childhood

● Companionship

● Petting, Motor skills

● Learning responsibility 

● Reading practice

● Developing empathy

● Incentive and motivation

● Behavior

● Attendance



● Social Emotional Learning
○ Student engagement & learning 

(Harris & Binfet, 2022)
○ Self-advocate & emotional 

awareness (Maricevic, 2022)
● Reading and Literacy

○ Increased confidence & comfort 
(Shaw, 2013)

○ Focus & engagement (Henderson 
et al., 2020)

○ Increased reading scores (Kirnan 
et al., 2016; Kirnan et al., 2018)

Dogs in Education



Positive Wellbeing 

★ Community

★ Stress Relief

★ Happy/Emotional 

Wellbeing

★ Self-Efficacy

★ Self-Regulation/                   

Behavior De-escalation

★ Responsibility 

★ Empathy/Compassion

(Farrand, 2025)



Stakeholder Feedback 
★ Wellbeing

○ Community

○ Self-Regulation

○ Self-Efficacy

○ Environment

○ Peer Relationships

○ Joy/Happiness

○ Belongingness

○ Emotional Support 

★ Teaching and Learning

(Farrand & Jung, 2025)



Be a Paws Supporter

★ Advocate for rescue animals and support local shelters and adoption

★ Contribute to Foundation

★ Share our fundraising efforts

★ Donate on our Amazon Wishlist

★ Support school service clubs

★ Volunteer at training sessions



Making A BIG Impact



Thank you
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