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Purpose and design of study: The therapeutic impact of the human-animal bond with at-risk
adolescents attending an alternative high school was evaluated. Individual and group animalassisted therapy (AAT) interventions were incorporated into the students’ individual education
plans (IEPs). The study used a quasi-experimental approach with manipulation of the
independent variable (the presence or absence of AAT participation). The project period was one
academic year, August 2002 – May 2003. All AAT sessions were conducted at the alternative
school.
Research procedures: Data collection methods included: pre and post test administrations of
standardized teacher and student behavior rating scales (BASC – The Behavior Assessment
System for Children); pre and post test observations related to student indices of direction
following, acceptance of staff feedback, and respectful and caring responses toward others; and
pre and post test comparisons of the number of classroom absences. A post-test only, semistructured interview of participating staff and students was administered to ascertain underlying
attitudes toward and concerns about the use of AAT with troubled adolescents. Individual and
small group AAT sessions were also monitored for interactive behaviors between student and
dog, and student and adult. Each human-animal team and small group trainer maintained a
journal. Small group student progress notes were kept on a regular basis by school staff
members. This variety of qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis was provided given the
unpredictability of establishing significant statistical differences between AAT and control
groups.
Once a student volunteer pool of participants was obtained, students were assigned to one of
three treatment groups (control, individual AAT, or small group AAT). There were 3, 10-week
small group AAT projects (meeting 2 times a week, with 1-hour work sessions) with 5 youth and
5 dogs from owners in the community (desiring their dogs to be better trained). Each youth had
their own dog to work with. For group AAT there were a total of 15 participants. For individual
AAT there were a total of 5 youth, with 3 human-animal teams. Individual AAT sessions (1 time
per week, 1-hour per week) continued through the academic year or as long as the student
attended the alternative high school. The control group consisted of 11 students. Demographic
data consisted of 22 male and 9 female participants ranging in age from 12 to 17 years.
Ethnically, there were 55% Caucasian, 35% Hispanic, 7% African American, and 3%
Asian/Polynesian.
Data analysis: Quantitative data was analyzed using the gain score approach reducing the
original mixed 3 by 2 factorial design to a single factor design with three treatment levels. The
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for the analysis. Levene’s Test was
utilized to determine if the variances of the 8 dependent variables were equal to each group. A
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one-way ANOVA was the inferential statistic of choice because there was one independent
variable with three nominal categories (i.e., control, individual AAT, and small group AAT).
Given the small n size of 5 for individual AAT, an independent samples t test was undertaken
adding both the individual and small group AAT subjects into a combined treatment group of 20
students, which was then compared to the original control group of 11 students. The rationale for
this was that both individual and small group AAT teams used the HABIC philosophy as their
therapeutic base. Activities, whether individual or small group, focused upon enhancing student
self-esteem, animal-student bonding, improved student-adult relationships, and learning specific
dog handling skills.
A coding procedure similar to that in grounded theory analysis (i.e., open, axial, and selective)
was used for analyzing the qualitative data. This is a method used to deconstruct and reconstruct
the data, and to learn what patterns or “webs of significance” were discovered through the data
analysis process. The purpose of this method is to constantly compare concepts with concepts
and themes with themes to produce the similarities and differences that can lead to an
understanding of the data.
Findings/Outcomes: Quantitative findings showed a non significant difference for changes in
attitude to school, aggressive behavior, interpersonal relations, and classroom absences,
illustrating that the treatment modality did not impact an increase or decrease in these variables.
A significant paired samples t test difference of t (19) = -2.18, p = .042 was found between pre
test and post test teacher ratings in the area of social skills. This indicates that the average mean
(M = 55.25) of teachers’ social skill ratings of students receiving either individual or small group
AAT before treatment was significantly lower that the average mean (M = 59.20) of teachers’
social skill ratings after treatment concluded. Given an effect size of d = .49, the impact of AAT
treatment on increasing the social skills attributes of successful peer and adult interactions in the
school setting is of a moderate strength. This suggests that the project increased the social skills
of students in the area of successful peer and adult interactions in this setting.
Qualitative findings from the data revealed the three fundamental outcomes (themes) of the
project were trust, communication, and pet/client interactions. Two tables present a matrix of
data analysis of selected journal entries relating to the three recurring themes. Staff interview
data revealed the educators were supportive of the program, with some concerns about
scheduling and time away from academics. Benefits to participating students were expressed by
all staff. The student interview data revealed the students enjoyed their experience in the project,
and most of the students learned the importance of human/animal and human/human
relationships as a result of their involvement in the program. Two summary tables present
responses by staff and students.
Summary and Observations: The study was not able to distinguish between the impact of
students receiving individual and small group AAT. Analysis of data collected suggest the
following results in terms of the outcome variables listed in the grant proposal. Socialization –
the students participating in AAT exhibited a gain in social skills as a result of their involvement
in the project. Social-peer behavior – staff were supportive of the project and considered there
was overall positive impact in social-peer behavior. Educational adjustment – participating
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students showed improvement in the areas of trust, communication, and pet-student interactions
as result of their involvement in the project. Youth and staff perceptions of the AAT process –
the students involved in the project said they enjoyed the experience. Staff members involved in
the project were supportive of the program, with some reservations about scheduling and time
away from academics. All participants agreed the project had a positive impact on the students.
A longer time period for this study and an increased number of participants would have been
desirable. There is the need to further develop and/or validate quantitative scales for evaluating
the therapeutic use of companion animals. There are advantages in incorporating quantitative and
qualitative research methods/measures in one human-animal bond project.
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