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Summary 
Over the course of 
12 weeks, animal-
assisted therapy 
(AAT) was 
implemented on a 
special treatment 
program. The 
primary 
populations 
served were 
people with 
schizophrenia, 
schizoaffective 
disorder, and other severe and persistent mental health 
conditions. Therapeutic activities surrounding Tucker, 
the therapy dog, focused on social skills, life skills, 
stress management and other meaningful activities. 
The impact of having a therapy dog on the unit was 
measured through observation, a three-question 
survey, and unstructured interview with the residents.  
 
Life Skills Related to AAT 

• Social engagement with peers and staff 
• Reduction of depression levels (Riccarrdellli et. 

al. 2017) 
• Mindfulness and stress management 
• Encouraged participation in therapeutic activity 
• Increased confidence  
• Overcoming fears 
• Saying goodbye and coping with loss 

 
Key Terms 

• Animal assisted therapy- “Animal-
assisted therapy is a therapeutic 
intervention that incorporates animals, such as 
horses, dogs, cats, pigs, and birds, into the 
treatment plan. It is used to enhance and 
complement the benefits of traditional 
therapy” (Psychology Today) 
 

• Service Dog- “dogs that are individually trained 
to do work or perform tasks for people with 
disabilities” (Guide to California Service Dog 
Law, 2020) 

 
• Special Treatment Program- “serve patients 

who have a chronic psychiatric impairment and 
whose adaptive functioning is moderately 
impaired. Special treatment program services 
are those therapeutic services, including 
prevocational preparation and prerelease 
planning, provided to mentally disordered 
persons having special needs in one or more of 
the following general areas: self-help skills, 
behavior adjustment, interpersonal 
relationships” (Barclays California Code of 
Regulations Title 22 Section 72443 and 
72445 

 
• Therapy Dog- “dog trained to provide affection 

and comfort to people in hospitals, retirement 
homes, nursing homes, schools, people with 
learning difficulties, and stressful situations, 
such as disaster areas” (Weiss, 2019) 
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