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him to read and the

itting on a cushion in the
corner of his local library,
a4 10-year-old Finn Swanson
reads ouf loud to his companion
= o fluffy Shih Tzu X Poodle
called Dexter.

[t's a sight that might make
you do a double take, but cne
that's becoming increasingly
commeon in schools and libraries
up and down the UK.

Finn is one of many children
benefiting from the work of
charities like Dogs Helping Kids
(DHK), which trains dogs to
become reading companions in
a rigorous programme taking

DHK dogs helping pupils at
Forches Cross Primary School.

Ask a child who'’s helping

answer may be... a dog,
says Sally Ashworth.
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up to two yedrs to complete.

The dogs learn incredible
skills and some of DHK's star
pooches are even able to
recagnise and respond to a
range of commands printed on
flash cards — a trick that never
fails to amaze the watching
children!

Finn’s mum, Paula, says
her son was a very reluctant
reader and extremely lacking
in confidence before he met
Dexter.

"l didn’t really expect it to
make a difference, but how
wrong | wasl He came home

Finlay reading to Wynona at
Forches Cross Primary School.
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after the first time with Dexter
and saic ‘Right Mummy, I'll
reac fo you tonight'.

“I'm not sure how it works;
it's like a little bit of magic,
but Finn has come on in leaps
and bounds. The difference it
has made is simply amazing.
He said he likes it because the
cogs don't tell you that you've
cone it wrong, they just listen
instecd of correcting you.”

Finn was falling further
and further behind at school
because he found reading so
difficult, but has now caught up,
and is reading whole chapters
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Team DHK with Teazel.

a boy at Ba_'
Library (the pay

at bedtime for pleasure.

“I don't know why | like
reading to the dogs, but | just
do. They are funny and cute
and | get to do tricks with them
after I've read,” he says.

HUGE IMPACT
Naomi Jeffries, the teacher in
charge of special educational
needs af Finn's school,
Swimbridge Primary in Deven,
says that reading to Dexter
has had a huge impact on his
progress,

“It has heen a total
transformation. Finn is o

JE
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Teazel with a child at Southmead
Primary School.
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different child,” she says.

“His approach to reading has
changed completely and he's
generally more confident and
positive about himself as a
learner. He went from not
wanting to read at all to
asking his mum for a Kindle
for Christmas.”

Dexter has also started
paying regular visits to
Swimbridge Primary School to
read with some of the younger
children, and Naomi is
delighted with the results.

“They're so enthusiastic
and reading is now seen as
something recally positive
rather than a chore. They're
also reading with much more
expression because they've got
used fo having an audience.”

The DHK reading sessions
that Finn takes part in at
Barnstaple Library have proved
hugely popular and there is
now a waiting list for places.
Library assistant Rob Lamerton
says he has seen children who
would do anything to avoid
opening a book transformed
into keen readers after an hour
or two with a DHK dog.

“The sessions really do help
them to lose their fear of
making o misteke, which in
turn allows them to approach
reading as something that
can be enjoyed, rather than
a stressful test of ability,” says
Rob. “The difference the dogs
and handlers make to the
children they work with is plain
to see and more than a little
astonishing.”

The sessicns last for half
an hour and during that time
the dog gives his undivided
attention to the child who
is reading — snuggling up,
focusing completely on ecch
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page and even giving the child
a signal when the session is
about to end.

It sounds simple, but getting
a dog to the stage where he
can ge into a library or school
to worlk with children is the result
of many menths’ hard work.

Tracey Berridge, an expert
in canine behaviour and the
founder of DHK, devised the
training programme, which
involves six increasingly difficult
assessments over the course of
18 months to two years. She
is passionate about bringing
children and dogs together
and believes the benefits are
huge, not only for those who
find reading tricky, but for
all children, especially if they
have emotional or behavioural
difficulties.

“Reading with one of cur
dogs can take the pressure
off, so children don't need to
worry about making mistakes,”
says Tracey. "It just gives them
so much more confidence and
gets them interested in books
again. If they were quite insular
before, for whatever reason,
that often improves very quickly
and it's wonderful to watch."

HIGH STANDARD
Every DHK dog is trained to
the very highest level and is
allowed to work with children
only after passing all of the
required tests. “We thoroughly
test each dog's temperament,
and they will already have
been trained to a high
standard before they start the
programme,” says Tracey.
Scheels are also prepared in
the year before the dog starts
work there, with special talks
for the children on how to read
canine body language and loak
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after o dog responsibly.

To get the dogs to the
recuired standard, Tracey
warks with them and their
owners using medern, positive
training techniques learned and
developad over two decades
as a professional dog trainer.

Some of the dogs even learn
fo recognise one-word written
commands, such as down, sit,
beg and spin, and respond to
them. Tracey believes DHK is
the only charity in the country
fraining dogs to ‘read’ and
says it leaves the children
awestruck.

“Dogs are exceptionally
intelligent creatures and have
d huge capacity to learn,” she
says. “A dog reading a flash
card will inspire and encourage
a child to read. They think, well,
if a dog can read, so can II”

DHK's school certified
dogs are trained to perform
different roles. Some specialise
in reading, but others work as
therapy dogs with troubled
children, as reward dogs for
children to play with, greom
and walk as a special treat,
or as class dogs, whose role
is simply to be there.

Research shows that having
a cdog present in the classroom
can have many benefits; among
them encouraging o sense of
calm, motivating less confident
children, boosting self-esteem
and even improving academic
achievement.

It costs around £5,000 to
train and equip one dog, so
Tracey spends much of her time
fund-ralsing. She has ambitious
plans to see DHK dogs working
in schools and libraries all
around the UK, and is always
pleased to hear from people
inferested in getting involved.

Princess Laya, the first DHK
. dog. Below: She gets a fuss.

Tracey is keen to point out
that a dog’s pedigree or
background is not the most
impertant factor in whether he
will make the grade. Her own
beloved rescue dog, Princess
Laya, was the first DHK trainee
and came to her at about o
year old with a whole range of
behaviour problems, including
aggression.

“Laya really was a problem
dog but with training, kindness
and love, her behaviour was
turned around and she has
become one of the most
amazing dogs | have ever
known,” says Tracey. “She has
worked in more than 40 schools
and met thousands of children.”

Laya is now semi-retired, but
still loves to visit schools whenever
she is given the chance.

“I really believe that if a dog
is brought up properly, with
kindness, he has the ability to
do what Laya has done.

“DHK wants to show people,
particularly children, what
dogs are capable of being if
they are treated with love and
respect.” &

@® For more information
about DHK's reading dogs
and other work go to www.,

dogshelpingkids.co.uk.
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