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Reading to Dogs = RTD
Social, emotional, behavioural = SEB 

‘Paws and Learn’ = PAL
Five Ways to Wellbeing = 5WTW

Reading Affect = Feelings associated with reading
(confidence, attitudes, anxiety)



01Context



Increasingly popular and prevalent

Research is growing 

Concerns include:

Risk 

No pedagogical framework

Lack of stakeholder consultation

Growth of RTD

• Wellbeing as an aim of 
education (UNCRC, OECD)

Closing the attainment gap

Legislation and policy

• Raising attainment in 
innovative ways

Wellbeing and 
Attainment

Context



02
Background 

to RTD



John Locke
1699

Benefits for children of looking after 
animals

14,200 years ago
Evidence of dog as 

attachment (not utilitarian) 
figure Anthrozoology

1980s

1999 
Intermountain Therapy Animals
introduce first literacy program

Long History of Human Animal Bond and RelationshipsBackground:

R.E.A.D.



Freud and 
his dog, Jofi



Reading to Dogs
“An  animal-assisted 
education intervention where 
a child, or group of children, 
reads to a dog, often in the 
school context.”

(Steel et al., 2021, 2022)

In simple terms, benefits are 
thought to arise from the non-
judgemental listening, and 
unconditional positive regard 
bestowed on the child by the dog.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

https://englishteachernet.blogspot.com/2011/03/news-dogs-who-listen-to-children.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


Hall, Gee  and Mills (2016): 
Children Reading to Dogs: A Systematic Review of the Literature (48 studies)

Broad inclusion criteria were used.

Positive learning outcomes can result from dogs in schools.

BUT quality of evidence was very low.

Reilly, Adesope and Erdman (2020):
The Effects of Dogs on Learning: A Meta-Analysis (20 studies)

Brelsford, Meints, Gee and Pfeffer (2017):
Animal-assisted Interventions in the Classroom -A Systematic Review (25 studies)



Small sample sizes and failure to fully describe participants. 
Participants

Scarcity of controlled studies, and failure to fully describe 
protocols and interventions.

Protocols

Failure to use uniform, thorough and/or standardised measures.

Measures

Methodological weaknesses in research to date 
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My 

Research



Teacher Perspectives of RTD – Online Survey Study 1
Reading and wellbeing outcomes, implementation challenges 

‘Paws and Learn’ Controlled Feasibility StudyStudy 3

RTD Intervention Co-Design with TeachersStudy 2 Combining insights from research and practice 

Intervention to support wellbeing and reading 

Tri-study sequential design 



Overarching Research Questions

What are 
UK primary 
teachers’ 
perspectives 
of benefits 
and 
challenges of 
RTD?

What features does 
a 
teacher/researcher 
co-design team 
consider important 
to include in a RTD 
intervention (PAL)?

21 3 4

Does PAL 
lead to 
positive 
changes in 
children’s 
wellbeing 
and reading 
outcomes? 

Which aspects 
of PAL were 
most and least 
effective, and 
feasible, from 
both children’s 
and teachers’ 
perspectives?



N=253 UK Primary School Teachers

Participants Varied knowledge and experience of RTD. 
Recruited through online teacher networks. 

Perceived Benefits and Challenges

Analysis
Quantitative (IBM SPSS) and Qualitative Thematic 
Analysis (Braun and Clarke (2006)

Procedure
Included statements relating to 6 SEB outcomes,  10 reading outcomes, 

8 potential challenges  (all Likert scale), and space for qualitative 
comments.

.

Study 1 (Teacher Perspectives) Methodology



Perspectives
generally

very positive, 
indicating likely 

RTD acceptability.

Overall views

Perceptions of 
benefits to SEB 

outcomes 
perceived as 

greater than to 
reading 

outcomes, and to 
reading affect 
greater than to 

reading frequency 
and skill.

SEB vs Reading

Teachers 
provided valued 

pedagogical 
insights.

Challenges

Study 1: Results and Implications Summary

Practicality

Challenges such as 
time in the school 

week and 
paperwork, 

although 
acknowledged, 

were of low 
concern.

Study 1 Article:
Steel, J., Williams, J. M., & McGeown, 
S. (2021). Reading to dogs in schools: 
an exploratory study of teacher 
perspectives. Educational Research, 
63(3), 279-301

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00131881.2021.1956989


N=3  primary teachers (plus researcher)
Participants Recruited through teacher networks. Varied teaching experience and 

knowledge. Differing contexts and schools.  All experience of RTD.

QuestionnaireEvaluation

Three-phase Framework
Initial preparation, recruitment/online platform creation, 
intervention co-design (synchronous and asynchronous).

Qualitative reflections for each phase.

Study 2 (Teacher Co-design) Methodology



Effective in meeting
project goals in a timely

fashion.

Professional 
Learning

Valuable professional 
learning for teachers 
from different areas

and for the researcher.

Practical 
Intervention

Research insights  
synthesised with 

pedagogical expertise 
ensured intervention was 

both research informed and 
feasible.

Study 2: Results and Implications Summary

Collaboration/
Co-design Framework

Simple framework could be used, by 
teachers, school leaders  and 

researchers across disciplines  to 
collaborate and co-design educational 

programs and  interventions. 
, 

Study 2 Article:
Steel, J., Williams, J. M., & McGeown, S. (2022). 
Teacher-researcher collaboration in animal-
assisted education: Co-designing a reading to 
dogs intervention. Educational Research, 1-19.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00131881.2021.2016061?casa_token=aODwbU2P_n8AAAAA:zzl16usmpwhmH8TF_NSkYaZ4Ygt66y4_CuNnGok04jh4astbIs291lkj_8ScZhU-lfE2POzqDAM


Study 3 (PAL Feasibility Study):
Purpose To assess 

impact of PAL 
on reading 
affect and 
wellbeing 

(whole class),

with PAL 
dog as 
catalyst 

and 
facilitator, 

and PAL’s 
feasibility 

and 
practicality.

**PAL Online Version**



Children read 
to Archie

online
once a week.

For children’s free 
and personal 

reactions to PAL.e.g. 
writing, drawing, 

doodling.

Archie Story Notebook
Connect to Archie 
with bookmarks, 
5WTW book and 

poster.

Listen to a 
story 

in the company of 
Archie.

Read to Archie Book Box
Range of animal 

(mostly dog) themed 
books to suit all 

abilities and 
interests. 

Paws and Learn with Archie 
4-week intervention

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY-NC-ND

https://gsouto-digitalteacher.blogspot.com/2014/04/international-childrens-book-day-in.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


N=106 P5 pupils (N=55 intervention, N=51 control)Participants Three schools, six class teachers (3x intervention, 3 x control), whole class.

Qualitative – Thematic Analysis

Quantitative – IBM SPSS

Mixed 
Method
Design 

Measures: Pre, mid, post PAL wellbeing, and reading affect and frequency, 
questionnaires (using mostly standardised measures).  PAL questionnaire for 
intervention group at end.  

Post-PAL Interviews: Subsample of intervention group (N=36), and all 
intervention group teachers.

Study 3:  Methodology



Small effect mid-PAL: 
improved wellbeing.

Qualitative outcomes: 
calm, enjoyment, 
anticipation, not 
feeling judged. 

Some sadness 
expressed due to 

dog not physically in 
class.

Wellbeing
No effect for 

reading affect or 
frequency.

Qualitative outcomes: 
reduced anxiety, 

increased 
concentration.

Perception of 
increased reading 

frequency and 
competency.  

Reading
Rated very 

highly  
particularly 

the PAL 
Notebook.

PAL Components

Study 3:  Results Snapshot

PAL Dog and School
Increased enjoyment of 

school.

Increased desire to 
come to school on a PAL 

day.

Whole class 
participation.



Children connected with online delivery.
Online preferable to teachers (believed a 

live dog in the classroom would be a 
distraction and would incur 

increased risk.

Benefits Challenges

Technological issues posed the biggest challenge.
Time in school week. 

Classroom management, layout and staffing.
Some children wished the PAL dog could be 

physically present in class. 

Study 3:  Results
Feasibility and Practicality                                                                  



PAL online 
eliminated 

most 
concerns 

about risk to 
all 

stakeholders.

Risk and Welfare

Conceivable that 
positive 

feasibility 
findings resulted 

from teacher 
informed and co-
designed nature 

of the 
intervention. 

Research/Practice

A long-term 
study with more 

detailed 
participant 

demographic 
information 

would provide  a 
fuller answer to 

the RQs. 

Future

Study 3: Conclusion and Implications

Resonance with 
conventional RTD 

Many benefits 
described in 

interviews 
aligned with 

those reported 
in 

conventional 
RTD.



Teacher Perceptions of RTDStudy 1
Questions concerning representative sample of UK teachers, who were 
self-selecting, and whose views may not represent all UK teachers. Child 
views would be helpful too.

‘Paws and Learn’ Controlled Feasibility StudyStudy 3

RTD Intervention Co-Design with TeachersStudy 2 Small scope, all very motivated.  Positive feedback may not be 
representative of all teachers, or in larger co-design projects 
where cohesion would be more difficult.

Short-term intervention (4 weeks). Other factors 
such as Covid-19 impacting wellbeing and learning 
(pupils and teachers).  

Limitations (in addition to Covid-19 disruption)
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Final 

Thoughts
Reflection and links



Conference Theme: 

‘BECOMING MORE CERTAIN WITH UNCERTAINTY’

Photos by Unknown Authors licensed under 
CC BY-SA-NC

https://arkansasgopwing.blogspot.com/2016/05/government-spontaneously-dramatically.html


.
https://lalco.org.uk

Language and Literacy 
Collaborative Network

https://www.ed.ac.uk/health/research/centres/cadp/child-animal-research

Children, adolescents & 
animals research (CAAR)

Links and further information

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/current-projects/
Literacy Lab Paws and Learn Film

(9.5 minutes long) 
https://youtu.be/wcqHkOpqbJk

https://lalco.org.uk/
https://www.ed.ac.uk/health/research/centres/cadp/child-animal-research
https://youtu.be/wcqHkOpqbJk
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