Article Brief

Paws Under Pressure

The PESA 2021 Australasian Wellbeing in Education Conference (August 19-21, 2021) to be held in Sydney, will feature the latest research and work of pet therapy handlers, involved in Trauma Informed Positive Education With Dogs (TIPED). A Feature Story on Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT), makes this a perfect time for Good Weekend Magazine readers to learn about positive therapeutic outcomes to help reduce stress, anxiety, trauma and depression that can be reached through interactions with dogs.

Keynote speaker Roz Rimes is a pet therapy volunteer and founder of Live With Zest. She is also a Melbourne educator, practitioner and passionate advocate of AAT.  She will speak at the PESA conference, on how well trained dogs and well-trained handlers/interventionists compared to well-meaning volunteers work with the TIPED model to help people. At the conference she will deliver key messages about how the unique bond that exists between dog and patient/client can be carefully nurtured to produce desirable outcomes in the management of stress, anxiety, trauma and depression.

Paws Under Pressure traces the amazing contributions of people working in the Trauma Informed Positive Education With Dogs space across a range of health facilities, to create positive interactions between patient/client and dog.  In particular, it draws on the latest research and interviews with: trained practitioners, volunteers, educators, people working in health facilities, patrons of homeless centres, staff at The Lort Smith Animal Hospital and Delta Society, several patients and of course many dogs, to offer a range of perspectives on best practice in AAT. 

This feature will be of particular interest to those who have companion dogs, but especially to Good Weekend readers, who are curious to know what else companion animals are capable of providing their stressed, anxious and possibly depressed, even traumatised family members, if trained and managed by expert handlers.  Within the work only the latest and most relevant information on AAT, as well as delightful stories about therapy dogs are provided.




































Feature Article

Paws Under Pressure
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Berkeley as a young ‘Lifeguard’.


Berkeley is an eight-year-old English Bulldog, literally a ‘life saver’.  Given his rough looks and unusual habits, one may seriously doubt his suitability as ‘therapist’ and ‘chaplain’.  Indeed he could lead the uninitiated to cringe, but once you meet Berkeley on his hospital round, your heart will melt. 

The renowned smoocher is there to lend a paw during every hospital visit. He is a perfect example of his breed’s gentle temperament and his human-centered disposition, is just what some doctors are ordering, to help treat people suffering from stress, anxiety, depression and even trauma. Carole Coter, Berkeley’s handler says, “he is the most charming volunteer, who brings comfort in the chaos.” 


Companion animals like Berkeley and his award winning friends Boofa and Jada, both recipients of their ‘clubs’’ Distinguished Therapy Dog titles, for completing voluntary services to the community, bring abundant joy to the lives of millions.  For centuries our faithful four-legged fury friends, have assisted humans during periods of extreme stress and depression. In a world where chaos and confusion are part of every-day life, and anxiety now rivals depression as a growing epidemic, research suggests that companion animals, and in particular dogs like Berkeley, are literally good for our health and wellbeing. 
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]
Roz Rimes, a Melbourne educator, practitioner and passionate advocate in the field of Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT), works with Australian Labradoodles Flash and Rafa, who have advanced Canine-Assisted Therapy qualifications. Roz, Flash and Rafa are a volunteer therapy team that soothe and strengthen patients at the Royal Melbourne Hospital (RMH) and St Vincent’s Private Hospital.  Ms Rimes is also employed by various canine-assisted therapy organisations including Delta Society and one of the four Berry Street schools, throughout Victoria.
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Rafa and Flash.  All smiles, looking forward to their day out helping others.                                                
Due to the recent retirement, after almost six years of service, of the famous Koda, the Border Collie, who worked with teens suffering chronic stress and anxiety, in the Berry Street pet therapy program; three weeks ago Flash and Rafa were invited to keep the tail-wagging going, at the Years 7-9 and Years 10-12 campus in Morwell.  

[image: Macintosh HD:Users:User:Desktop:Screen Shot 2019-05-14 at 11.17.40 AM.png]
           Koda retires after 6 years’ service at Berry Street.

Roz has a point to prove with her therapy team.  According to Roz, Labradoodles first bred in Australia in 1989, and bred by a reputable breeder, make all the difference, in producing the best possible therapy dog. Given their high intelligence and perfect appearance, she believes, this breed is best suited to work with anxiety and depression sufferers, especially teenagers. Their fluffy, sometimes knotty fur, playful natures, and bubbly personalities, strongly contrast the cool, smoothe nature of English Bulldogs. Flash and Rafa’s positive interactions with students, have already proven to be a hit at Berry street. What better way to reduce stress than to take the focus off mathematics for a while and focus on bathing Rafa. He isn’t thrilled, but the girls who have just finished his shampoo and conditioning treatment, are enjoying scrubbing through his curls when algebra gets too difficult.
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Students from Berry Street, bathing Rafa. 

Ms Megan Nutbean, who coordinates pet therapy programs at The Lort, thinks, “the kind of dog best suited, has nothing to do with breed – it’s all about their training, personality, manners, obedience and focus on their owner.” 
So, when Leo the Lab, whose services as a therapy dog were engaged to simply offer his quiet smiles and ability to sit still for an hour during drama class at Berry Street in Ballarat, students didn’t get upset about fumbling moves and stepping on toes, because Leo was there egging them on, to just be as cool in class as he is.
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         https://theconversation.com/therapy-dogs-can-help-reduce-student-stress-anxiety-and-improve-school-attendance-93073

At the Morwell centre a Trauma Informed Positive Education Model to work with dogs: 1. Trauma Informed healing; 2. Positive Psychology; 3. Academic Growth; devised by University of Melbourne Ph.D candidate, Tom Brunzell, is being advanced by Roz.  With the help of Banjo, the French Bulldog, Joey is learning the art of savouring his love of reading his picture-story-book to Banjo out aloud. Lots of other positive interactions in class: pats between turning the pages, laughter at the images on the page read to Banjo, build Joey’s cheerful memory of having Banjo by his side.  Savouring of positive experience, offers healing to stressed, anxious, depressed and traumatised children.  Ms Rimes teaches the art of savouring, which is to learn to intentionally amplify positive experiences and therefore positive emotions.

Roz says savouring is easier to learn than mindfulness because in cases of extreme trauma it is more productive for the person to focus on soothing and calming experiences, instead of those experiences that caused trauma.
Sharing a story about the positive interaction with a therapy dog to reduce the impact of social exclusion on mental wellbeing and anxiety associated with stressful situations, Roz relates the experience of an unathletic obese teenage boy with acne.  During one school visit, Flash dropped the squeaky duck in front of the unpopular boy, who generally struggles to learn.  Flash chose him to play with, instead of other children.  His face immediately lit up and he wanted to engage with the dog and remained alert and optimistic about his learning for the rest of the day. 
Harvard graduate, Professor Brian Hare, believes dogs are better than other animals when working with anxious or traumatised children, teens and adults.  They are naturally drawn to soothe and assist the anxious person, who after being entertained by a therapy dog in a busy classroom setting, becomes much better equipped to learn. The attachment relationship between a dog therapist and their dog is viewed by some as functionally similar to that seen between a parent and child.  Several studies have shown that there are behavioural and neuroendocrine similarities to those described for mothers and infants. Research applying the oxytocin hypothesis, in the area of reducing anxiety with the help of dogs, suggests dogs are able to read facial expressions and other body language; they smell cortisol when we are anxious.  Several Australian scholars believe that even watching animals can increase oxytocin levels and reduce feelings of anxiety and create trust. 

Well known Dutch psychiatrist Bessel A. Vander Kolk, who has also contributed to research in animal assisted intervention with children and teens suffering trauma says, “In the past two decades it has become widely recognised that when adults or children are too skittish or shut down to derive comfort from human beings, relationships with other mammals can help.  Dogs … offer less complicated companionship while providing the necessary sense of safety.  Dogs and horses, in particular, are now extensively used to treat some groups of trauma patients”.

Indeed after the horrific shootings in the United States, trained therapy dogs were immediately brought to the scene. “In situations like the Newtown shootings, it makes a lot of sense that dogs would be an effective form of comfort,” says psychologist Debbie Custance of Goldsmiths College, University of London.
Ms Custance led a study to see whether dogs demonstrated empathy. She asked volunteers to either pretend to cry, or just "hum in a weird way." Would the dogs notice the difference? "The response was extraordinary," she says. Nearly all of the dogs came over to nuzzle or lick the crying person, whether it was the owner or a stranger, while they paid little attention when people were merely humming.
The Lort Smith Animal Hospital pet therapy team, also works with trauma survivors.  The Gatehouse department of the Royal Children’s Hospital (RCH) provides assessment, treatment and advocacy services for children and young people affected by the trauma of sexual assault using AAT. “Children will often confide in an animal,” says Michelle Atlas, one of the animal assisted therapists.  Ms Atlas often talks with children about greeting Ruby and where it is acceptable and not acceptable to touch her body.  This allows affected children to learn about boundaries around touching private parts and discuss their personal experiences of boundary violation and the feelings associated with it.
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Therapy dog, Ruby, at RCH in Melbourne.
Brenda Kittelty, who used to manage volunteer handlers and dogs through the pet therapy program at RCH said, “when working with some children, and many are distressed, they have been calmed off to sleep while patting one of the dogs.” Generally speaking, Ms Kittelty said, “the dogs bring a smile to the face of everyone who sees them – patients, families and staff alike.”  

Apart from the cuteness factor, the Lort Smith volunteers often report back with inspiring stories of post-operative children reluctant to get out of bed, but who will happily take a leash and walk the dog up and down the ward.
[image: Image may contain: one or more people]
Herald Sun image of Patient Zeke and Ralf at RCH.
Pet therapy team visits are also organised for RMH.  Megan Nutbean says of her work in short term aged care services offered at RMH, “We so often hear that there’s been a patient who’s been down, or hasn’t communicated for weeks or longer, and a dog comes in and all of a sudden they’re smiling, or they’ll speak for the first time in years. It’s the dog that wakes them up and brings them back to life.”  
[image: ]
Maralyn assisted by Lort Smith pet therapy team.
There are stringent regulations in place when working with older people such as not allowing the dog to jump up on a frail person, or to paw soft and sensitive skin, that is very susceptible to damage, even licking, is a risk, because of infection. So instead of pawing Maralyn as he’d like, old gent Zac the Australian Kelpie, knows that it would be wrong and instead opts for second best, sharing a paw shake with his usual handler.
Ms Rimes cannot emphasise enough, that to yield positive outcomes like this with clients adopting AAT, a highly trained dog and highly trained therapist are absolutely paramount to the therapies’ success. 
Ms Rimes praises well-meaning volunteers, but also insists that “it is really, really, important to get the message across that therapy animals are not service animals and that there is a real difference between animal assisted therapy applied by trained therapists/interventionists and animal assisted activities used by volunteers without training.”  
“Unless there’s therapy with specific learning goals, it’s not therapy,” she says.  
The Lort Smith also offers pet therapy services for people who are marginalised, or at risk of homelessness due to family problems.  Ms Nutbean has been doing a program with youth justice for kids, who are serving custodial orders and regularly works outside of business hours with her dog Myrtle as a pet therapy team at homeless facilities. She and Myrtle visited one homeless facility in response to a call to assist.  Megan explains, “my dog is better suited to a facility where people might have unusual behaviours and mannerisms, which is why I regularly work in youth justice settings, as well as homelessness settings”.  
“The lady was terrified.  She was loud and expressive of her fears, saying she hates dogs and ran off when she saw Myrtle.  When we were promoting therapy dogs in the communal area to the residents, she came out and showed me some scars of when a dog had attacked her. My dog Myrtle could sense her and over the course of half an hour, she got closer and closer to this lady. She ended by putting her head on the lady’s head.  The lady froze and I asked if it was OK.  She said, “Yeah that’s ok”.  
[image: ]
Myrtle and her new friend.
Despite many homeless people being unable to afford to own their own dogs, there is a wealth of evidence to suggest that animals play a vital role, not only in alleviating loneliness in the lives of homeless people, but that they help to elicit the importance of welfare and safety.
Ordinary people with extraordinary lives, are also greatly benefiting from simple animal assisted activities as shown at Melbourne’s Channel Nine news studios.  Proud ambassador of the Lort, Peter Hitchener (OAM), and weather reporter Livinia Nixon, delight in Chum’s visit and cheerful kisses.
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Chum, delighting Peter Hitchener and Livinia Nixon.

Unfortunately, however, while therapy dogs and other service dogs are markedly improving the lives of those interacting with dogs, there are serious concerns for the busy and sometimes very challenging lives of these dogs.  

According to one study by Kristen Burrows, Cindy Adams and Suzanne Millman, questions need to be asked as to welfare options of therapy dogs, that is whether they receive adequate social play and rest, especially in their work with more aggressive autistic children and mental health patients, who may hit out or thrash the dog.  One volunteer related the story of a mental health patient at RMH, who “put Lily in a head-lock.”
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Lily trying to cope with the trauma of being head-locked.


Yet unlike Lily photographed above, who flunked her canine exams after her ordeal that day in the mental health ward, the lives of Fraser, Berkeley, Jada, Myrtle, Flash and Rafa, the pet therapy dogs, each appear to have very fulfilled lives.   Their humans take great pains to ensure they are well groomed, socialised, rested and are served their favourite after dinner treats for their labour of love.

Yet despite how some therapy dogs might be treated, their unconditional love never wavers.  


[image: ]

Lily the pet therapy dog, after her hard day’s work in the office.

Berkeley on the other hand, is not the resigned type as Lily appears.  When things don’t work out as they should; once the sun has fully set and his human is not returned from her swim at the same hour, he doesn’t wait until dark.  Changing ‘gear’, those powerful muscly hind legs spring into motion and he races out into the wild seas in search of her.

[image: Related image]

Berkeley anxious to be reunited with his human.

NOTE:
Trauma Informed Positive Education with Dogs Model (TIPED), will be launched by Roz Rimes at PESA Conference 19-21 August 2021.
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MORE VIDEOS
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