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Abstract 

This paper explores the use of Animal Assisted Activities in classrooms. The goal of this paper 

was to discover how educators use animals in their classroom and to determine whether animals 

have an influence on education. Three articles were considered in the exploration of this topic. 

The first article was used to reveal appropriate methods of incorporating animals in classrooms.  

The other articles outlined a study that determined the effects of animal assisted activities on 

both typically-developing children and children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. It was 

determined that there are various methods of including animals in a classroom and animals have 

a positive influence on the social functioning of children.  
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Exploring Animal Assisted Activities 

In the first article, Animal Attraction: Including animals in Early Childhood Classrooms 

(2013), Clarissa M. Uttley gives teachers valuable advice and suggestions about including 

animals in their classrooms. Uttley claims that pets help children “gain responsibility and 

encourage social-emotional development” which is why both parents and teachers often elect to 

include pets in children’s lives (16). Educators have many different reasons for, and methods to, 

including animals in their classrooms. Animals can be used to “encourage students to read” (16), 

to “increase environmental stewardship” (16), and to “enhance curriculum goals and to address 

challenging behaviors” (16). Many educators decide to have a permanent animal residence in 

their classrooms. In fact, “two-thirds [of the 1,400 programs for young children that the author 

surveyed] reported having animals in their classrooms.” (17)  Before a teacher decides to invite a 

permanent animal resident into their classroom they need to consider several things. First they 

must be comfortable with the animal and be confident in their ability to care for it. Next, they 

need to think about the resources needed to support the animal and ensure they are compatible 

with the resources available in their classroom.  They must always be considerate of the animal’s 

wellbeing and the specific needs each animal has. The safety of the children and of the animal 

must be the highest priority. Educators should consult with a veterinarian to decide the best fit 

for their classroom and to ensure the animal they choose will not transmit any diseases and will 

be unlikely to harm anyone. Thirdly, the educator needs to find the connection between the 

animals and education outcomes in order to enhance the education. For example, a specific 

Grade 1classroom was learning about sustainability and how to create a compost pile, so their 

teacher introduced worm farm that they students used to recycle their snack food wastes. Finally, 

all teachers who plan to introduce a living thing into their classroom must be prepared to deal 
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with the eventual death of the classroom pet. They must be aware of common sicknesses of their 

specific pet and consider end-of-life care option. They also must be prepared to discuss death 

with their students and their families. If a teacher decides a permanent animal resident is not the 

best option for their classroom, they have many other alternatives.  Teachers can include animals 

in their classes by welcoming pets for short visits, or by inviting professionals who work with 

animals into the classroom. The class could take field trips to farms or zoos, take nature walks or 

attend animal events in the community. However the teacher decides to incorporate animals in 

their class, Uttley believes that classroom pets can be a valuable resource to enhance educational 

goals, support students and help educators reach children with challenging behaviors. 

This article has encouraged me to think about how I want to incorporate animals in my 

future classroom. Despite being raised on a ranch, and despite my confidence in taking care of all 

sorts of animals, I am not comfortable with any kinds of small rodents. Therefore, the likelihood 

of me keeping a Guinea pig, gerbil or mouse as a classroom pet is very small. I would love to 

have some kind of classroom pet though, as I believe the experience would be beneficial to my 

students.  Maybe with some education and experience, I will be comfortable with a few fish or 

amphibians. However, if my classroom is anything like the classroom from my field placement, 

the space will be too limited to be conducive to keeping any animal. That being said, I believe 

whatever the situation it is very important to find many different ways to incorporate animals in 

my classroom. There are always many field trip opportunities to different animal related events 

such as Agribition or local cattle shows and rodeos. I really like the idea of inviting visitors who 

work with animals as their profession, such as veterinarians, zoo keepers, or ranchers into our 

classroom. Even better then inviting human visitors would be to invite animal visitors. I 

remember when I was in kindergarten our teacher brought in her chicks, and orphaned goat kids 
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for the class to care for during day. It is one of my most vivid memories from my early 

elementary days and I would really enjoy sharing a similar experience with my students.  A 

different Kindergarten teacher I worked with had decided that live animals were not appropriate 

for her particular group of students. Instead, she found a live stream of an eagle’s nest and played 

it throughout the day on the classroom Smartboard. It was really fun way for the students to be 

able to observe wild animals without much commitment or effort from the teacher. However, I 

realize that these alternatives would not be nearly as effective as a permanent classroom pet. I 

particularly enjoyed the part in this article that described a personal experience in which they 

used their classroom pet, “Izzy the Iguana”, to combat one pre-kindergarten students separation 

anxiety and help her feel confident in her classroom (17). The pet was an easy and effective 

method to interest her in participating in the classroom and from that she learned to feel 

comfortable.  I know from my own experiences and from reading this article that while animals 

are a large commitment, their presence can have a positive influence on a classroom environment 

and on the students.  

The second article, Effects of Animal-assisted Activities with Guinea Pigs in the Primary 

School Classroom (2013), outlines a portion of O'Haire, McKenzie, McCune and Slaughter’s 

research on the effects of animal assisted activities in a general education classroom. Teachers 

often have classroom pets because it is believed they are effective at “capturing student’s 

attention” (446), “teaching students human values” (446), “providing enjoy[able] hands on 

experiences” (446), and “enhancing psychological well-being” (446). The authors of this article 

point out that the benefits of classroom pets has not been well researched. While the field of 

human-animal interaction “provides many theoretical supports for these perceived benefits” 

(446), there has been minimal research conducted regarding classroom pets. There have been 
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several studies “that have focused on [Animal-Assisted Activities (AAA)] in Special Education 

Classrooms”, yet few studies focus on the effects in general education classrooms (446). That 

being said, there has been research on the impact of visiting dogs in typical classroom. These 

studies found that the “presence of a dog . . . increased the social cohesion and decreased 

aggression in six to ten year olds and increased cognitive task performance amongst three to five 

year olds” (446). Unfortunately, dogs are not common classroom pets as their behaviour and care 

needs are not compatible with a typical classroom. The study outlined in this article examines the 

impact of a small animal as a permanent classroom pet and the effect of animal-assisted activities 

- it was the first of its kind. The study focused on groups of three children in general education 

classrooms from Kindergarten to Grade 7. The groups consisted of two typically-developing 

children and a child with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This specific article focusses only 

on the results of the AAA on the typically-developing children. The results regarding the children 

with ASD are reported elsewhere. Guinea pigs are the animals used in this study. They are ideal 

classroom pets because they are “small, sturdy, diurnal, relatively inexpensive and easy to care 

for, amicable to handle, and they interact [with humans]” (446). Each classroom participating in 

the study acquired a pair of Guinea Pigs for an eight week period. The students were in charge of 

feeding, caring for and naming their guinea pigs. A program facilitator visited the classrooms 

twice a week to check on the welfare of the animals and to conduct AAA sessions with the 

participating group of students. These sessions did not have any therapeutic goals and were 

conducted in such a way that the facilitator guided the children through the session “based on 

their own interests and requests” (450). The different activities included taking care of the 

animals by feeding, grooming and monitoring their health; constructing toys, houses or mazes; 

drawing or taking pictures of the animals; or reading literature about guinea pigs. Each session 
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“included physical contact with the Guinea Pigs” (450) and was “open-ended to allow natural 

interactions between the animals and the children” (450). The parents and teachers of the 

participating students completed a standardized assessment of social behaviours, called the 

Social Skills Rating System, prior to the arrival of the guinea pigs and then again at the end of 

the eight week period. The same assessment was completed by the parents and teachers of 

students in a control group. Parents and teachers of the students who had the AAA experience 

reported a greater improvement in social functioning then the parents and teachers of the students 

in the control group. The students who participated in the AAA displayed an increase in social 

skills and a decrease in problem behaviors. They did not however show any significant changes 

in academic competence. Teachers found the AAA program so effective that over half of 

participating classroom permanently adopted their guinea pigs “to maintain the perceived 

benefits of having an animal in their classroom” (453). The finding is this article imply that 

animal-assisted activities could be a “feasible way to improve teacher perceptions of social 

functioning” in primary classrooms (453).  

I am in no way surprised by the results of this study. I have spent a large portion of my 

life with animals and I know how therapeutic their presence can be. Animals have an amazing 

ability to comfort and make people feel good about themselves. They bring all sorts of people 

together and teach us compassion and love. I do not have much experience with small animals   

but I do have plenty of experience with horses and dogs. I do not expect to ever experience the 

honest, unconditional love I have been lucky enough to have been exposed to from my horses 

and I know this has helped turn me into the compassionate and confident person I am. Family 

friends of ours run an equine-assisted therapy center. They use horses to help the youth in their 

community connect with others. Recently, they ran a reading program to help the students in the 
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local school. The reading program simply had students sit and read to an equine partner. The 

horses had the ability to dedicate their entire, undivided attention to the little voice reading to 

them, an ability that not many humans have. Horses are very perceptive and they could detect a 

frustrated or anxious child before even the most attentive adult. The horse would then display 

behaviours that would alert the program facilitator of the child’s building frustrations before 

there was any problem behaviours. The program facilitator was amazed in the change of the 

students’ attitude towards reading, confidence, and general behavior after just one session. 

Reading to any animal could have similar results. I can also see where having the guinea pigs 

presence could be used to make lessons more interactive and interesting. For instance, the 

students could graph the pet’s weight changes to learn how to collect and graph data, could 

experimentally discover the pet’s favouite foods to learn how to conduct an experiment, or build 

them a house to learn about structures. This study has convinced me that a classroom pet could 

be a priceless resource.  

The final article, Effects of Classroom Animal-Assisted Activities on Social Functioning 

in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (2014), outlines the remaining portion of O'Haire, 

McKenzie, McCune and Slaughter’s study regarding the participants with ASD.  The author 

points out that many “children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in inclusive classrooms 

tend to be rejected and victimized by their peers which leads to social isolation, anxiety” (162), 

and problem behaviors at school and at home. Therefore, it is very “important to find new ways 

to improve social functioning for students with Autism-Spectrum Disorder” (162).  

Unfortunately, the current “most successful intervention programs . . . are expensive and time 

consuming” (162) and must be implemented by highly trained professionals. AAA may be an 

easy and effective method to improve social functioning.  There is plenty of theoretical evidence 
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that suggests people with ASD will seek interactions with animals and will acquire many benefits 

from them. A recent study discovered that the mere presence of a guinea pig in a classroom was 

effective in increasing the social behavior of children with ASD. The study outlined in this article 

builds on that study by gauging the impact of an AAA program in a classroom. All the 

participants had been previously and independently diagnosed with ASD, Asperger’s Disorder, 

Pervasive Development Disorder Not Otherwise Specified or Autistic Disorder.   These 

participants worked through the AAA with two typically developing students in order to 

stimulate peer presence in the classroom and to study the effect of the program on typically-

developing students. The results regarding the effect of the program on typically-developing 

students is reported elsewhere.  A program facilitator worked with the students and the guinea 

pigs twice a week. The program facilitators had no previous clinical background or training so 

the basic activities that were used in the study could potentially be implemented by anyone. 

Besides the Social Skills Rating System that all participants’ parents and teachers completed, the 

parents and teachers students with ASD also completed the Pervasive Developmental Disorder 

Behaviour Inventory. After the eight week AAA program, the children with ASD demonstrated a 

significant increase in social functioning. Both parents and teachers noticed an increase in social 

approach behaviors, a decrease in social withdrawal behaviours, and an increase in social skills. 

“Over half of the parents [also] reported that their child demonstrated an increased interest in 

attending school during the time the guinea pigs were in the classroom” (166) . The authors 

speculate that these positive changes “may be related to an animal’s ability to facilitate social 

interactions between people and to provide support in stressful situations” (166-167). The 

authors also believe that “this study confirms previous theories . . . about the capacity of animals 

to [help] children with ASD . . . connect socially with others” (167).  
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I believe that animals provide support to all people and that they have an uncanny ability 

to connect with the people who need them most. Perhaps my most remarkable animal-human 

interaction memory occurred when we had a group of Grade 10 students visit our ranch as a field 

trip. Among the students was a boy with ASD who was very anxious being away from home. As 

part of the field trip, my sister and I took the class to visit our horse. While the majority of our 

horses are very friendly and love human interaction, we have one horse in particular that isn’t 

near as sociable.  Skip is very wary of strangers and even I, a person who has spent nearly every 

day with him for several years, cannot always touch his face or ears. While the group was 

interacting with the horses, I looked over and saw Skip had pressed his face into this boy’s chest 

and was actually allowing the boy to hug his head! After this interaction the boy’s demeanor 

completely changed for the remainder of the trip. While I haven’t heard of very many guinea 

pigs used for therapy, I do know a speech-language pathologist who uses a therapy dog in her 

private practice. She uses him with all her clients to encourage them to develop their language by 

giving him commands. The dog is less intimidating then a strange adult and having the dog listen 

to their commands is an immediate reward for their efforts in speech. However, she says that her 

dog is most invaluable when she is working with children with severe social disabilities. My 

favorite story was of one of her clients that, prior to the introduction of the therapy dog, would 

come to her office, curl into a ball, and scream and cry for the duration of the session. The 

therapy dog simply laid near the little, screaming girl and she uncurled enough to latch onto him. 

The dog provided both a sensory comfort and emotional support and it wasn’t long before the 

girl stopped crying, and it wasn’t long after that the little girl became comfortable enough in the 

environment to actually partake in the speech-language therapy. It’s too bad that dogs are not 

more compatible with a classroom environment as I think the benefits of a classroom dog would 
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far exceed the benefits of a classroom guinea pig. However, the ability to provide positive, 

confidence building experiences is not limited to any one species of animal.   

It is apparent that interactions with animals increases the social functioning of students 

and creates a positive environment in classrooms. Any contact with animals can have an 

encouraging effect on educational goals, but the method of incorporating animals into the 

classroom with the most perceived benefits is having a permanent classroom resident. However, 

despite the many benefits to classroom pets, they are a large commitment and a teacher must 

carefully consider the options prior to introducing an animal into their education program. 

Animal assisted activities is defiantly a topic that I will continue to explore during my journey as 

an educator.  
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