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Increasingly, therapy dogs work with individuals on 
the Autistic Spectrum. Unlike Autism Assistance 
Dogs, there is no requirement of thorough training 
for therapy dogs. However, SCAS guidelines state 
that it is beneficial for therapy dogs to complete 
basic obedience training. Focus is placed on 
temperament. Therapy dogs should demonstrate 
confidence and steadiness in unpredictable 
situations. 

As a specialist teacher, I am aware of the range of 
behaviour that can be displayed by this client group.  
As Dr Stephen Shore Ed.d highlights:
“If you have met one individual with Autism, you’ve 
met one individual with Autism” ¹.

Behaviour can range from a non-verbal 
communicator to a talkative extrovert. Violence, 
sudden movements and verbal outbursts can also 
occur. It is important to prepare therapy dogs for 
these situations and continually risk assess to avoid 
accidents.

Introduction

A key part of working with individuals who have 
Autism is consideration of how they experience the 
world. Change can cause a lot of anxiety. In special 
education, when an anxiety inducing event is about 
to occur, we prepare children with ‘social stories’.  
These can also be understood as 
preparation/expectation stories.
I find it beneficial to use this strategy before my 
clients meet Frank. 

Therapy Dog Preparation

After years of studying, I qualified as a ‘Certified 
Professional Practitioner in Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy™’. Part of this involved being trained, 
supervised and assessed on my proficiency to read 
animal body language. I learnt a variety of skills 
designed to ensure the dog’s well-being.
During sessions, I continually ensure that Frank is 
enjoying interactions, rather than merely tolerating 
them. This guarantees the safety of the therapy dog 
and client. Additionally, with a background in 
special education I can predict and handle different 
types of human behaviour, therefore ensuring the 
dog is never stressed.

It is also important for the handler to have 
knowledge and understanding of the client group 
they are working with. A large portion of my 
training focussed on client perceptions and 
meaningful therapeutic interventions.

These considerations are important when your 
therapy dog works with people who have Autism so 
that interventions are beneficial to all involved.

Handler Training

Empathy can be defined as “the ability to 
understand and share the feelings of another.” ² This 
can be challenging for some individuals with 
Autism, however the capacity to develop this 
understanding is possible. 

Canine behaviour is instinctive. In some ways, this 
form of behaviour can be easier to understand for 
those with Autism compared to human behaviour; 
which is very controlled and complex. 

Lili Chin, an illustrator, provides a poster depicting 
some forms of canine body language. This free 
resource helps the individuals I work with develop a 
clear understanding of a dog’s intentions and allows 
them to experience empathy in a way they may 
have not before. Subsequently, it also ensures that 
Frank’s signals are being respected.

Developing Empathy 

The benefits of animal interactions with individuals 
on the Autistic Spectrum has been well 
documented. However, during these interactions 
the needs of both the client and animal must be 
thoroughly understood and respected in order to 
ensure the wellbeing of both animal and client.

Conclusions

Before I commenced therapy work with my dog, 
Frank, I concentrated on socialisation. This helped 
prepare him for future experiences. As a young dog, 
Frank met people of all ages and was exposed to 
unpredictable human behaviour; jumping up, 
running around and loud vocalisations. 
Frank is a Newfoundland, so is naturally calm and 
confident. During socialisation, we only used 
positive training methods (R+ Operant 
Conditioning). This ensured that Frank’s calm 
behaviour increased due to reward.

Introducing the therapy dog

Figure 1. Frank working with a child who has ASD. This 
child continually stood up and dropped to the floor whilst 
giggling loudly. Due to Frank’s early preparation he 
remained calm and at ease. © 2018, Sarah Gordon. All 
rights reserved

It is also important to consider the sensory 
challenges dogs inflict on sensitive individuals. For 
some Autistic individuals, senses can be heightened. 
For this reason, during preparation I  inform the 
client of Frank’s size, sound and smell. I do this by 
providing a life-size cardboard cutout, a sound 
recording of Frank’s bark and his harness which can 
be smelt. 

These basic preparation activities can help these 
individuals to access animal assisted interventions 
with less anxiety. These activities  also reduce the 
risk of aggressive physical responses, which may 
occur if these steps are not taken.

Figure 5. Extensive handler certification is provided by 
the International Institute of Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy®

Figure 6. Doggie Language 
Poster ©2011, Lili Chin ³

Figure 7. Human Animal Pairs 
activity created by PAWS: Animal 
Assisted Therapy © 2018, Sarah 
Gordon. All rights reserved

Figure 2. Social Story created by PAWS: Animal Assisted Therapy © 
2018, Sarah Gordon. All rights reserved
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