
Research has shown the positive, therapeutic, and healing 

Irish Wolfhounds are uniquely suited to therapy work with 
special-needs children. Their very size makes them ideal for 
working with children who are confined to wheel chairs 
and have limited mobility, and their gentle demeanor al-
lows them to interact with emotionally disturbed young-
sters who need an outlet for calm and affectionate interac-
tion.

While Irish Wolfhounds are not the first breed that comes to 
mind for therapy dog work, they bring a unique presence to 
the healing arts—as they do to everything else.

Some of the teens desperately need an outlet for hugging and cuddling and 
Arthur is always happy to oblige.

The Irish Wolfhound’s height works to his advantage with the children confined 
to chairs. Many have such limited mobility that they can’t look down at smaller 
dogs but are easily able to use and enjoy Bear and Arthur.

“Children with some types of disabilities tend to become 
more internally focused and withdrawn,” Dr. McCreery 
notes. “We know that exposure to multiple and varied sen-
sory stimuli improves neurological functioning and encour-

Shy and withdrawn children can enjoy an increased feeling 
of self-reliance from being able to have perceived control 
over such a large animal. When Kevin first saw Bear he was 
quite apprehensive, but gradually overcame his fears and 
they became close friends. Kevin was able to work on his 
muscle coordination skills by brushing and petting his new 
friend and his confidence grew immeasurably.

effects of pet therapy. Dr. Maureen McCreery, a clinical 
psychologist working with multiply challenged children, 
and also an owner of therapy dogs, says, “Animals are the 
perfect canvas upon which to practice relationship skills. In 
interacting with trained animals, children begin to learn 
how their actions impact upon others. The non-judgmental 
and genuine reactions of the dogs allow children to learn 
about trust, nurturance, and empathy. Furthermore, there 
seems to be a generalization from humane interaction with 
animals to kinder interactions with humans.”

Rupert, now 5 years old, came to Québec when he was 4 months old. Although 
he is not a certified therapy dog, Rupert has assigned himself the role as 
Anthony’s guardian. Anthony has extremely limited mobility and health prob-
lems that require frequent hospitalization. His faithful companion Rupert waits 
on Anthony’s bed while he is away and greets him with such excitement and 
kisses when he returns home. It is quite touching to see such devotion from this 
hound. Witnessing this incredible bond, Anthony’s parents Jacques & Josée are 
often brought to tears and so grateful for Rupert.

Article reprinted with permission by Carolyn Dean

ages further interaction with the child’s environment.”

The children are all such a delight that it’s easy to appreciate 
and love each of them for who they are rather than thinking 

The earliest recorded use of animals in health care was by 
Florence Nightingale in 1860. Nightingale observed, “A pet 
is often an excellent companion for the sick, for long 
chronic cases especially.” 

of who they might have been. As handlers, we’ve learned 
the dogs’ names in sign language and in return have taught 
the non-hearing children how to use the dogs’ hand signals 
for sit and down.

Tom communicates with a special computer and was able to find Bear’s name in 
his file of forest animals. He works hard to move his arm so that he can pet Bear.
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cation and/or insurance. Independent training classes can 
be found in many areas, and on the web, designed to pre-
pare dog and handler for the certification process.

It’s well to observe your dog loosely 
for signs of stress, such as yawning, 

lip licking, or emotional withdrawal. With patience on our 
part, dogs will get acquainted with their new mission and 
will usually adapt quite well—to the benefit of all.

There’s also cause for some healthy 
caution on our end of the leash. As 
owners, it’s our responsibility to 
receive adequate training an pro-
vide stewardship of our dogs in 
therapy situations. On first therapy 
visits, the hounds are sometimes 
confused and anxious because of 
unusual noises, smells, movements, 
settings and equipment. 

Organizations also vary in their level of advice and instruc-
tion on how the human is to deal with different situations 
and disabilities. One valuable resource is the Delta Society’s 

Pet Partner Team Training Course 
Manual for home study, available to 
the public through their website.

Rupert, Anthony & Jacques

Kevin & Bear

Also proving successful with children are the numerous school 
and library reading programs. Those with reading difficulties 
and learning disabilities find it enjoyable and less stressful to 
read to the hounds and thus are able to improve their reading 
skills and increase their confidence. This approach is in effect at 
elementary schools and libraries.

In the late 18th century, York Retreat in England was the 
setting for the first recorded therapeutic use of animals. 
York Retreat incorporated small animals in its treatment of 
individuals with psychiatric problems.

This intervention occurred in an attempt to decease the use 
of drugs and restraints. Since then animals have been used 
in many therapeutic situations.

Anita All wrote in the 1999 Journal 
of Rehabilitation, “Research in the 
1980’s has documented that pets 
foster sociability, animate the with-
drawn, enhance morale,  fulfil l 
needs to nurture and be nurtured, 
reduce reliance on psycho tropic 
medication, and provide significant 
forms of sensory stimulation. Re-
searchers conclude that the un-
ambivalent nature of the exchange 
of affection and companionship 
between animals and humans 
differs from interaction with family 
and other human beings.” 

Hounds and their owners look forward to each visit and are 
grateful for the opportunity to know these wonderful kids. 
If the hounds are a special solution for the children, know-
ing the children is a special gift in return.

Dr. McCreery notes, “Animals are far more effective at in-
creasing attention and language skills among disabled 
children than more traditional stimuli and reinforcements 
found in most classrooms. The non-judgmental and sup-
portive presence of the dog allows the child to take risks 
without fear of failure or embarrassment.”

GETTING INVOLVED
by Carolyn Dean & Alice Van Housen

A therapy dog is a dog that might be trained to provide 
affection, comfort and love to people in hospitals, retire-
ment homes, nursing homes, schools, hospices, disaster 
areas, and to people with anxiety disorders or autism.

Many regional, national and international therapy dog pro-
grams are available, varying in levels of involvement. Orga-
nizations provide various combinations of training, certifi-

Concludes McCreery, “Therapy, utilizing animals, has been 
based on the concept that human interactions with animals 
can result in both physiological changes and psychological 
benefits. Caring for the multiple needs of severely disabled 
and physically challenged children is extremely difficult and 
taxing for the caregiver. Animal assisted therapy has shown 
to have positive effects on the caregivers’ level of stress, 
resulting in improved interaction between caregiver and 
child.”
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