
Design and Procedure:  
     The Little Dog Laughed program uses trained Papillon therapy dogs to provide a  
non-threatening experience with the animal, as these dogs are small dogs and appear to  
have natural “smiles”. Children are taught clicker-training (which operates on the principles  
of operant conditioning) to teach the dogs “games” via non-violent problem solving and clear  
communication. This program evaluation used a between/within-subject design to evaluate  
young residents of two domestic violence shelters in northwest Oregon. Naturalistic, focal  
observations took place over two nine-month periods with weekly visits to two domestic  
violence shelters.  For each 20-minute animal-assisted activity session, behavioral coding !
was divided into four 5-minute blocks using seven categorical learning and behavioral  
domains:  1.) Dog Approach/Avoidance (i.e., initial comfort with the dogs), 2.) Social Civility  
(i.e., social rapport, respectfulness, manners, etc.), 3.) Engagement (i.e., interest in the  
activities and the dogs), 4). Instruction Compliance (i.e., follows instructions), 5.) Concept  
Recognition (i.e., recognizes the life skill lesson taught in the activity), 6.) Attitude (i.e.,  
verbal), and 7.) Affect (i.e., overt emotion).  In each session the child participants interact with  
the facilitator, the volunteer, and the dog, while two observers silently recorded the child’s  
behavior.  Inter-rater reliability was calculated using Cohen’s Kappa for all coded behaviors  
within each session (Agreement is 78%).  This longitudinal program evaluation includes both  
annual formative reports and a three-year summative evaluative report, the latter concluding  
this spring. 
 

!

RESULTS!
!To assess significant changes, we examined the seven primary categorical!

variables: Dog Approach/Avoidance, Social Civility, Engagement, Instruction Compliance, !
Concept Recognition, Attitude, and Affect. We assessed these changes within one-!
session intervals by comparing scores in each of the four blocks to scores in the !
other blocks within individual sessions. We conducted five analyses for each main !
category, comparing Block 1 to Block 2, Block 2 to Block 3, and Block 3 to Block 4, !
a more “longitudinal” comparison of Block 1 to Block 4. We conducted a paired samples t-
test across blocks for each behavioral category, all were significant from Block 1 to Block 4 
where you would expect to see the greatest behavioral improvement. Note: The coding 
scales vary depending upon the behavioral category assessed. 
!
Dog Approach 

 For the most part, children became more comfortable with the dog facilitator within and  
between blocks, with the greatest improvement evidenced form the start of the activity, Block  
1 to the end, Block 4 (Coding Scale: -1 – +1): 
Blk 1 (M=1.07; SD=.95) and Blk 2 (M=1.13; SD=.94), t(239)=-2.46, p=.015, δ=.03 
Blk 2 (M=1.05; SD=.86) and Blk 3 (M=1.11; SD=.83), t(202)=-2.63, p=.009, δ=.03 
Blk 3 (M=1.23; SD=.95) and Blk 4 (M=1.28; SD=.91), t(136)=-2.30, p=.023, δ=.04 
Blk 1 (M=1.12; SD=.96) and Blk 4 (M=1.28; SD=.91), t(136)=-4.38, p<.001, δ=.12 
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Social Civility 

 Social Civility was the least meaningful of all constructs, not because the children were  
unable to engage in rapport, Raphael House in particular, almost always has two children  
engaged in activities concurrently; but because opportunities were missed to correct or adjust  
poor social behavior during the activities.  This is apparent in our results: 
Blk 1 (M=.90; SD=.88) and Blk 2 (M=1.02; SD=.96), t(176)=-3.03, p=.003, δ=.05 
Blk 2 (M=1.08; SD=.77) and Blk 3 (M=1.10; SD=.74), t(140)=-0.01, p=.54 
Blk 3 (M=1.27; SD=.88) and Blk 4 (M=1.24; SD=.96), t(83)=-0.56, p=.577 
Blk 1 (M=1.08; SD=.94) and Blk 4 (M=1.24; SD=.96), t(83)=-2.80, p=.006, δ=.09 
 
Engagement 

 Paired samples t-tests revealed significant between block differences in Engagement  
related behavior (Scale is 0 – 3):  
Blk 1 (M=2.34; SD=.83) and Blk 2 (M=2.43; SD=.75), t(297)=-2.66, p=.008, δ=.02 
Blk 2 (M=2.43; SD=.75) and Blk 3 (M=2.48; SD=.67), t(249)=-4.39, p<.001, δ=.07 
Blk 3 (M=2.48; SD=.67) and Blk 4 (M=2.68; SD=.59), t(155)=-0.26, p>.05 
Blk 1 (M=2.34; SD=.83) and Blk 4 (M=2.68; SD=.59), t(155)=-5.73, p<.001, δ=.17 
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INTRODUCTION!
This research reflects a program evaluation of an animal-assisted activity (AAA) 

program that serves child residents of two domestic violence shelters in northwest 
Oregon. There are several types of animal-assisted interventions: companion animals 
(CA), animal-assisted therapy (AAT), animal-assisted education (AAE), and animal-
assisted activity AAA).  The latter two are often analogous unless AAA is used exclusively 
for entertainment purposes. For most animal-assisted therapy (AAT) programs, the 
implementation is longitudinal, goal-oriented, and most often individualized, such that the 
animals help facilitate treatment and are fundamental to the emotional or behavioral 
improvement (Palley, O’Rourke, & Niemi, 2010).  The main goal of AAT is to promote 
growth and change in social, cognitive, emotional, and physical functioning over a 
prolonged period and typically in a controlled setting (Palley, et. al., 2010). 

Like Animal Assisted Therapy, Animal-Assisted Activity (AAA) programs provide the 
opportunity for educational, recreational, and stimulating growth to improve quality of life 
(Souter & Miller, 2007).  However, as Mossello et al., (2011) explains, there is a difference 
between the two. AAT programs have a more specific therapeutic goal in relation to an 
individualized care plan, whereas AAA programs are more recognized for improving the 
client’s life on a broader scale (Mossello et al., 2011).  AAA is used in variety of 
environments and is carried out by trained professionals and/or volunteers with the 
animals that provide the services needed (Souter & Miller, 2007).  The goal of AAA is to 
improve the quality of living of different types of people (terminally ill, victims of domestic 
violence, blind, and the elderly), while AAT is the fundamental part of therapy for some 
disorders such as autism and depression (Caprilli & Messeri, 2006).    

 The Little Dog Laughed (TLDL) differs from typical animal-assisted intervention 
programs in its brevity of contact, making it an action-based animal-assisted activity (AAA) 
program. Transient residency at domestic violence shelters constrains both the degree 
and the exposure time for behavioral modification or improvement to occur. Rather than 
having frequent, extended, and ongoing interactions with the handlers and the dogs, over 
a period of months or years, children have comparatively less time to interact with the 
dogs, learn concepts, comply with instructions, and garner the reinforcing benefits of 
positive outcomes from learning and experience. In a domestic violence setting, there are 
only one or two children present during a activity session. Each child or pair of children 
has less than 30 minutes with the TLDL dogs and handlers each week.  Further, some 
children will only attend one or two sessions, as most families are in residence for less 
than 20 days.   

!!
Purpose: 
!This longitudinal program evaluation provides outcome analyses of an animal-assisted 

activity program, The Little Dog Laughed in order to help them procure granting support 
and a summative report of the effectiveness of their program. 
 
TLDL Program Evaluation Timeline 
ü  Pilot (2013–2014): Establish target variables for efficacy 
 
ü  Phase 1, Formative Evaluation (2014–2015): Measure efficacy of program in 

achieving behavioral change in the target sample, short-term residents (age 7 – 17 
years) of domestic violence shelters and provide suggestions for improvement.  

 
ü  Phase 2, Post-Recommendation Formative Evaluation (Summer 2015–2016): Help 

TLDL implement recommendations, assess efficacy, evaluate improvements of 
program, if improvements are not evidenced, revisit implementation. 

 
q Phase 3, Re-Assess, Summative Evaluation (2016–2017): Look for granting 

agencies to help TLDL achieve funding support.  Write and propose grant.  If funded, 
provide consultative support in helping TLDL to meet the requirements the grant. 

!
METHOD 

Target Population:  
     Female (n=114) and male (n= 63) child residents between the ages of 4 and 17 
participated in the TLDL program (N = 177) through two domestic violence shelters: 
Monika’s House (n=132; Mage = 7.72; SDage =.27) and Raphael House (n=45; Mage = 8.4; 
SDage =.34). 

 
Materials:  

 An data sheet for subject description and observations relevant to the seven 
behavioral categories (i.e., Engagement, Concept Recognition, Follows Instruction, 
Attitude, Affect, Dog Approach/Avoidance, and Social Rapport) as well as an iPhone 
stopwatch were used during observation for this program evaluation. 

 

Instruction Compliance 
     Similarly, paired samples t-tests revealed significant between block  
differences in instructional compliance: 
Blk 1 (M=2.47; SD=.80) and Blk 2 (M=2.56; SD=.76), t(288)=-2.57, p=.011, δ=.02 
Blk 2 (M=2.61; SD=.68) and Blk 3 (M=2.72; SD=.55), t(243)=-2.92, p=.004, δ=.03 
Blk 3 (M=2.76; SD=.52) and Blk 4 (M=2.71; SD=.50), t(153)=1.55, p=.12 
Blk 1 (M=2.57; SD=.71) and Blk 4 (M=2.74; SD=.49), t(146)=-2.85, p=.005, δ=.05 
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Concept Recognition 
     Concept Recognition was a meaningful construct for measuring learning and  
comprehension of target concepts from the onset of the activity to the conclusion of  
the animal-assisted activity, but not between learning blocks. 
Blk 1 (M=1.84; SD=1.09) and Blk 2 (M=1.99; SD=1.05), t(283)=-3.92, p<.001, δ=.05 
Blk 2 (M=2.13; SD=0.98) and Blk 3 (M=2.13; SD=0.98), t(233)=-0.05, p=.96 
Blk 3 (M=2.27; SD=.96) and Blk 4 (M=2.38; SD=0.91), t(153)=-2.28, p=.024, δ=.04 
Blk 1 (M=2.06; SD=1.04) and Blk 4 (M=2.39; SD=.90), t(149)=-5.05, p<.001, δ=.15 
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Attitude 

Children demonstrated significant improvement in attitude (i.e., verbalized emotional 
expression) between blocks, with a very large attitude improvement between the onset of 
the activity, Block 1 to conclusion of the activities at Block 4 (Coding Scale: -3 – +3): 
Blk 1 (M=2.04; SD=1.00) and Blk 2 (M=2.15; SD=.96), t(282)=-3.84, p<.001, δ=.05 
Blk 2 (M=2.23; SD=.86) and Blk 3 (M=2.32; SD=.77), t(236)=-3.49, p=.001, δ=.05 
Blk 3 (M=2.30; SD=.82) and Blk 4 (M=2.34; SD=.94), t(151)=-0.62 p=.54 
Blk 1 (M=2.07; SD=.92) and Blk 4 (M=2.36; SD=.92), t(149)=-4.25, p<.001, δ=.11 
 
Affect 

Emotional affect evidenced in posture and facial expression (e.g., smiling, laughing, etc) 
also progressively improved within and between learning blocks (Coding Scale: -3 – +3): 
Blk 1 (M=1.90; SD=1.18) and Blk 2 (M=2.15; SD=.99), t(289)=-7.16, p<.001, δ=.15 
Blk 2 (M=2.18; SD=.94) and Blk 3 (M=2.34; SD=.83), t(242)=-4.77, p<.001, δ=.09 
Blk 3 (M=2.29; SD=.89) and Blk 4 (M=2.34; SD=.89), t(153)=-1.13, p=.259 
Blk 1 (M=1.90; SD=1.20) and Blk 4 (M=2.34; SD=.89), t(153)=-5.92, p<.001, δ=.19 
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There were some differences in behavior based on the child’s development or age. 
 The older the child, the higher their respective behavioral scores for: Engagement  

(r =.278 (324), p<.001), Instruction Compliance (r=.332 (314), p<.001), Concept 
Recognition (r=.342 (311), p<.001), and Attitude (r=.113 (310), p<.05) were all sensitive 
to differences in age and positively correlated at .05 or lower. Additionally, as one might 
expect, the number of weekly visits the child residents participated in (no more than 4 
total), the greater their concept recognition score for each activity (r=.160 (305), p=.005), 
this was also true for Affect (r=.174 (311), p=.002). 
  
We also observed behavioral differences based on the site: Monika’s House or 
Raphael’s House with the following constructs: 

 Concept Recognition: Monika’s House (M=1.20; SD=1.18) and Raphael’s House 
(M=2.36; SD=.82), t(167)=-6.23 p<01, δ=.19; Attitude for Monika’s House (M=2.12; SD=.
98) and Raphael’s House (M=2.60; SD=.61), t(164)=-3.12 p=.002, δ=.06; Affect for 
Monika’s House (M=1.91; SD=1.20) and Raphael’s House (M=2.24; SD=.83), 
t(312)=-2.04 p=.04, δ=.02; and Social Civility for Monika’s House (M=.90; SD=1.20) and 
Raphael’s House (M=.60; SD=.55), t(13)=2.09 p=.04, δ=.06; where in all cases except 
Social Civility, Raphael House residents had higher behavioral scores.   

DISCUSSION 
     This data demonstrates that brief bouts of Animal-Assisted Activities (AAA) can be 
evaluated meaningfully, even in single visits. The within-block behavioral improvement 
can be used to compare differences in behavioral improvement in the short-term, as well 
as through longitudinal or repeated measures just as with any other longer term 
treatment programs. Data from individual points in time throughout a single session were 
simultaneously compared to data from the beginning of a session to then end. The 
impetus of this project was to ascertain how much improvement or behavioral change 
occurs in a single visit and if this behavior can be compared and thereby generalized to 
long-term or multiple visit AAA sessions.  Based on our seven categorical variables of 
behavioral change: Engagement, Concept Recognition, Instructional Compliance, 
Attitude, Affect, Dog Approach, and Social Rapport, all yielded significant behavioral 
improvements from the onset (Block 1) of the AAA session to the conclusion (Block 4) 
except Social Rapport. Concept Recognition yielded the greatest behavioral change from 
Block 1 to 4 but the most inconsistent within block improvements; therefore our 
recommendations for TLDL target these two constructs for revision.  
 
Program Recommendations for TLDL 

 Based on our Phase I, Formative Program Evaluation, we will be working with TLDL 
over the summer to help establish better behavioral improvements in Concept 
Recognition and Social Rapport learning categories.  This will require a development of a 
activity catalog with procedures, behavioral objectives and means of assessment for 
each learning activity, TLDL handlers should adhere to the methodology outlined and 
reiterate the objective as part of the activity procedure so children know what they should 
come away with for each activity, even if it is only focusing on entertainment. Additionally 
for Social Rapport, behavior does not emerge, particularly among children in a vacuum.  
Children will bring their own behavioral repertoire to a lesson or activity, thus flexibility is 
required in order to work with the behavior that emerges organically in a learning activity.  
If child residents behave in a way that discourages kindness between participants, 
remediating that behavior should become the lesson objective. 
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