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The Little Dog Laughed Animal-Assisted Therapy is a small
all-volunteer 501(c)3 organization in Portland, Oregon that teaches 

relationship skills and problem solving to at-risk youths
through classes in positive dog training.

Why was The Little Dog Laughed AAT created?
Because of two scary statistics:

1. Most perpetrators of domestic violence are also harming the family pets. 
One study reported that 48 percent to 71 percent of battered women 
reported that their pets had also been threatened, harmed, or killed by their 
partners. 

2. The most statistically reliable predictor for determining if a child will grow 
up to be a violent offender of any kind is witnessing animal abuse as a 
child. What a child sees he is likely to repeat. Early intervention is critical. 

Oregon’s award-winning Washington County Animal Protection Multidisciplinary 
Team (MDT), dealing with the strong link between domestic violence and animal 
abuse, needed a “stop the cycle” component for affected children. We decided 
to offer at-risk children an attractive alternative to violence – a fun, coercion-
free method of “getting what you want” which also allowed them to experience 
a healthy, trust-based relationship. The Little Dog Laughed Animal-Assisted 
Therapy, and its clicker-training-based STAR (See, Tag And Reward) program 
was born. 

STAR teams of dog/handler pairs offer a carefully structured set of short classes 
that introduce in an empowering, entertaining way concepts that are naturally 
inherent in positive dog training:

• How to build a positive relationship based on empathy, shared 
communication, and trust.

• Effective, non-violent methods of problem solving.
• Safe, respectful treatment of animals.
• How to break down large problems into manageable bits.

What exactly does a STAR team DO?
In the first visit, the primary focus is on safe and respectful conduct around dogs 
and learning to “understand what dogs are trying to say.” Subsequent sessions 
move swiftly through:

• Introducing STAR terminology 
(See, Tag And Reward) and 
modeling how this works 
by teaching the therapy dog 
something totally new in five 
minutes using a clicker and 
without speaking a word.

• Demonstrating the process by 
training the children’s counselor/
teacher to do something silly.

• Practicing as a group the motor 
skills needed (both clicking/
tagging and rewarding).

• Practicing teaching each other 
without using a single word except 
for the sound of the “click” (using 
M&M/Skittles/etc. rather than 
dog treats).

• Picking a good, preferably silly, 
game/skill for the students to teach 
the dog. Note: our handlers have 
colorful props that suggest specific 
behaviors (e.g., a tiny basketball 
goal, a skateboard, etc.) but 
the kids are encouraged to put 
their personal stamp on the end 
product. 

• Reviewing the “Trainer’s 
Promise” (see page 18).

• Discussing how a complex 
problem (e.g., teaching a dog how 
to play basketball) is handled 
by breaking it down into much 
smaller, easier to train steps/
skills that can be worked on one 
at a time. (“How do you eat an 
elephant? One bite at a time.”) 
Example: To play basketball, we 
may decide the dog needs to be 
able to (1) hold a ball in its mouth, 
(2) retrieve a ball that is thrown, 
(3) locate the basketball hoop, 
(4) put the ball in the hoop, and 
(5) go to its mat to start the game 
again.
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• Coaching the children as they 
teach the therapy dog each of the 
needed skills individually.

• Overseeing the “assembly 
process” of putting those learned 
skills together in longer and 
longer sequences (behavior 
chains) until we reach the final 
complete behavior. 

What might be some of 
the reasons the STAR 
program has been 
successful with at-risk 
children?
• Positive, marker-based training 

is 100% about building a 
relationship based on earned trust 
and clear, timely communication 
between two different entities – 
humans on one side, monkeys, 
chickens, dogs, etc. on the other 
side. There is something both 
exhilarating and empowering 
about having a dog not only do 
what we ask, but also be clearly 
enjoying itself. 

• We learn/remember best if we 
are actively rather than passively 
involved in what is being 
presented. Because STAR engages 
the kids in the training process, 
they are (unknowingly) active 
participants in their own therapy. 

• We all tend to feel more positively 
about a situation if we feel we 
have choices and that they will 
be honored. STAR builds in 
opportunities for participants to 
make choices, and to recognize 
that right in others.

• Dogs have been bred for centuries 
to interact intelligently with 
humans. The have very readable 

emotional reactions to stimuli 
– they provide real-time 
feedback on interactions. 
STAR participants are taught to 
“read” what the dog is saying 
and adjust their own behavior 
accordingly. Having the “little 
dog laugh” provides a sincere 
and unambiguous signal to 
children training a dog that 
they are doing a good job. 

How are your STAR 
teams different from 
more traditional 
therapy dog teams that we see?
It is the active nature of our engagement with the children that distinguishes us 
from other groups:

1. We actively engage the children in thinking up and teaching our dogs 
an amazing assortment of games. This does not sound unusual until you 
recognize that traditional therapy organizations (Pet Partners and TDI, 
for example) do not allow animals off-leash, do not allow clickers, and 
the children are not allowed to train. Of course, when our teams are 
representing Pet Partners, we abide by their rules. But when we put on our 
Little Dog Laughed suits, the fun begins!

2. Traditional therapy dogs are specifically screened to gently tolerate ANY 
behavior on the part of the child. Our dogs are encouraged to safely but 
clearly react to a child’s behavior. One of our goals is for the children to 
learn to “read” what the dog is telling them so they can begin to under-
stand how their behavior impacts others.

Why are you using therapy dogs instead of shelter 
dogs, as some programs do?
Washington County human services, school districts, and animal services 
prohibit the use of shelter dogs. The use of registered, seasoned therapy dogs 
answers their safety concerns and enables us to move more quickly to the “fun 
stuff.” Our handlers do not think of the dogs as pets. As I tell the kids, “Eli is my 
partner – I do things WITH him, not TO him.” This mindset allows us to talk 
honestly about what it means to be a friend.

Who are your clients?
• Domestic Violence Shelters: Throughout 2013 we’ve made weekly visits 

to two DV shelters (Raphael House of Portland and Monika’s House in 
Washington County), working closely with their juvenile counselors. We 
work with up to six children a visit, one child at a time, so that we can 
support what each particular child needs without distractions. To stay in 
sync with each facility’s intervention strategies, the visiting handler joins 

 



 

the shelter staff in all relevant training so that goals and language used 
with the children is kept consistent. 

• Elementary Schools: What started as “test of concept” series at McKay 
Elementary School has blossomed into a strong, ongoing relationship. In 
this more structured environment, a team works with the counselor and 
a group of four to six kids selected for behavioral issues. The focus is 
less intensely on the individual in this setting. In a four-session series we 
work on themes identified by the counselor. After each STAR session, the 
counselor picks up a thread introduced while working with the dog and 
weaves it into a further discussion on how that concept applies to people:

 – Learning empathy: how to read signals from the dogs and also   
 from people so as to understand and get along with others.

 – Positive Influence: training the dog in positive ways helps the students  
 learn how to get along with others without bossing or bullying.

 – Social Skills: students will try new skills with the dogs, such as   
 assertiveness, that are difficult to try with people, since the dogs  
 are non-judgmental.

How is the STAR program being evaluated?
As part of Pacific University’s five-
year commitment to the program, 
we are working with a group of 
seniors under the guidance of Dr. 
Heide Island, Associate Professor 
in Behavioral Science, Pacific 
University Psychology Department. 
Beginning in September 2013, these 
students have accompanied our 
STAR teams to physically assist, and to act as non-participating Field Observers 
who impartially collect data for outcome assessment. The collected data will 
be used to create a program evaluation that will be used for grants, government 
certifications, and of course for their senior thesis presentations. In Spring 2014 
their findings will be presented orally at multiple levels, from Pacific University 
to the Western Psychological Association Conference. Equally important has 
been the weekly feedback provided by these scholars on pacing, terminology, 
and props. They are valued allies in moving the program forward. 

What are your goals for 2014?
Since 2011 we have tried to grow the program at a safe and sustainable 
rate, working to create the infrastructure and resources that would support 
expansion.

In 2014 we want to:

1. Recruit and train more volunteer 
dog/handler teams so that we 
can meet existing demand in the 
Portland Metro area, and expand 
into surrounding areas. For this 
we need to:

 • Design and publish our own 
dog/handler registration pro-
cedures and qualification test.

 • Design and offer workshops to 
help potential handlers meet the 
criteria for that test, both to be 
offered at least twice a year.

 • Design and identify presenters 
for two-three continuing 
education workshops per year  
to help STAR teams stay on top 
of their game.

 • Define what is needed for a 
strong support system for STAR 
handlers.

2. Identify and qualify for funding 
sufficient to help us prepare, 
deploy, and support at least five 
new STAR teams over the next 
year. This will enable us to meet 
existing demand in Oregon, and 
to expand into the Vancouver 
Washington school system.

3. Continue to capture all forms, 
procedures, expenses, guidelines – 
EVERYTHING needed to replicate 
the program elsewhere. 

 

LINKS:
www.theLittleDogLaughed.org

www.facebook.com/theLittleDogLaughedAAT

www.oregonlive.com/pets/index.ssf/2013/08/pet_talk_nonprofit_organizatio.html 
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November 21, 2013
“The Little Dog Laughed Animal Assisted Therapy program has been such a positive 
addition to the weekly calendar of activities we can offer kids living in our domestic 
violence shelter. I have seen youth participants gain confidence and a better 
understanding and respect of personal boundaries while having fun at the same 
time. I would definitely recommend the program to other settings that serve youth 
and families affected by domestic violence.”

Lindsey Vold, Youth Program Coordinator
Raphael House of Portland, Domestic Violence Agency, www.raphaelhouse.com

November 12, 2013
“The Little Dog Laughed program provides the children in our program with a 
reliable, positive relationship to tether them through a sea of change. The youth who 
participate learn valuable skills and gain a sense of accomplishment and capability 
through their work with Linda and Eli.” 

Evanna Bradley-Tschirgi, MA
Children’s Advocate, Monika’s House Shelter 

Domestic Violence Resource Center, www.dvrc-or.org

November 2011
“Working with Eli has helped our students learn skills in getting along with others, 
such as being respectful and influencing others in positive ways. It has been a 
unique opportunity to teach social skills in a new way, adding to the school’s anti-
bullying and violence prevention curriculum.”

Gillian Dyall MS, Clinical Psychology
School Counselor, McKay Elementary, Beaverton Oregon

“I just wanted to let you know that the dog training was a big hit. N. learned how to 
be more aware of our dog’s actions and how he was reacting to her. She learned 
how to command and how to follow through with our dog. She is simply able to do 
better as well with humans. She has learned how to read people and their reactions 
to situations and has been able to stand up and get her information out to the other 
person.
 “I hope this will continue next year. N. was not aware that she was learning while 
she was teaching the dog the commands. Thank you for allowing N. to be in this 
class – it was a winner!!”

Parent of a participating child
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What does a S.T.A.R. Trainer DO?
 SEE what you want
 TAG it with a click, 
 And 
 REWARD 

How does a S.T.A.R. Trainer DO it?
 With a CLICKER! 
 Remember that a clicker isn’t a remote control –
 it’s our voice when we talk to critters that don’t “speak human”.

 With TRUST! The dogs trust us to keep our promises:

 Trainer’s Promise #1:
 Every click = a reward, no matter what.

 Trainer’s Promise #2
 I will never ask you to do something you can’t.

 Trainer’s Promise #3
 I will never ask you to do anything that is dangerous
 or that will get you in trouble later.

 Trainer’s Promise #4
 I will never scold you if you try and don’t succeed.
 I will be proud of you for trying!

 Trainer’s Promise #5
 It’s OK for you to say no.

Trainer’s
Promise


