
Use therapy dogs to help students with disabilities during the pandemic

Mrs. Noland's seven 12- to 14-year-old students have been going to school in person
five days a week, since September, said Lenore M. Kingsmore, principal of Henry
Hudson Regional School in Highlands, N.J. The students in Mrs. Noland's self-
contained classrooms have multiple disabilities and need face-to-face instruction, she
said. Plus, Mrs. Noland wanted to see her students every day, and they also wanted to
see Hudson.

Hudson is the school's therapy dog that has been at the school for the past seven
years. "I think [Hudson] has been our saving grace," Kingsmore said. "We could have had some
serious crisis in this room and this building if we didn't have him to lean on."

A therapy dog is an animal with a stable and calm temperament that provides psychological or
physiological therapy to a group of clients. Therapy dogs are different from service dogs, which are
defined in the Title II regulations at 28 CFR 35.104 as "any dog that is individually trained to do work or
perform tasks for the benefit of an individual with a disability, including a physical, sensory, psychiatric,
intellectual, or other mental disability."

The law goes on to clarify that "the provision of emotional support, well-being, comfort, or
companionship do not constitute work or tasks." Therefore, while districts must make reasonable
modifications to allow service animals on campus if a student's IEP team determines that he needs the
animal to receive FAPE, Title II does not require schools to make modifications for emotional support
animals. However, therapy dogs are often used in districts to help meet students' social-emotional
needs.  

Learn how Hudson has helped students with disabilities cope with the continual changes due to the
pandemic to see if having a therapy dog at school is something you might consider for the students and
staff in your district.

· During quarantine. Even though they have been learning in person, periodically the class will have to
go on quarantine, usually for a period of a week to ten days, said Kathy Noland, behaviorist and special
education teacher.

When her students have to return home full time, their anxiety starts to build, Noland said. In that
amount of time, students will say, "I have to come to school. I had to see Hudson." So, Noland will put
the dog up to the screen during remote sessions. "Just seeing him dispels some anxiety and stress,"
she said.

· Returning to school. "When kids get quarantined, we go back five weeks of learning and emotional
regression," Kingsmore said.

"When we come back, it's like we're starting at square one again," Noland said. However, having
Hudson in the classroom helps the students start to progress faster because he puts them at ease.
"The more we quarantine and come back, it is faster, as long as we're doing it together," she said.

https://www.specialedconnection.com/LrpSecStoryTool/servlet/GetReg?cite=28+CFR+35.104


If one student has been out on quarantine, he will spend time with Hudson immediately upon his return
to class. "We don't worry about academics for the first day or two," Noland said. Instead, Hudson will
help the student readjust to being back in the classroom.

· Touch. Hudson senses who is having a difficult time and will go over to that student's desk and drop
his ball in their lap or behind their chair, Noland said. Then the two of them will start playing catch.

"You see the tension [in the student] lift," Noland said. "Then Hudson will hug them, putting his paws up
on their shoulder to give a hug, and they'll hug back."

For some students, this is the only physical contact they're receiving. "There's not hugging, touching
with COVID," she said. "A lot of times the only physical touch they're getting is touching him. We need
physical contact. To have someone to hug and kiss makes such a tremendous difference."

· Physical activity. Playing ball with Hudson also allows students to move around and play, activities
they may no longer be getting. "A lot of parents are not permitting their children to play after school due
to COVID-19," Noland said. The only physical activity they are doing is running around with Hudson in
the room, tossing the ball. "Twelve- to 13-year-old boys with ADHD need that moving around," she said.

· Therapy sessions. When students go to their therapy sessions, Hudson might go with them, Noland
said. Students will toss a ball back and forth with him while they talk about their experiences being
home during quarantine. The activity helps them to let their guard down so they can talk freely without
thinking too much about what they're saying, she said.

See also:
· Therapy animals and COVID-19: 10 safety tips for handlers
· How a therapy dog helps students with disabilities online
· Use of Service Animals in Schools, a DirectSTEP® eLearning course from LRP

Florence Simmons covers Section 504, paraprofessionals, and transportation for LRP Publications.
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