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A traditional K-12 classroom in the state of Florida may contain 20-25

students and a single teacher. ESE and ESOL paraprofessionals may arrive in

the classroom to work with their individual students. Some classrooms may

have a class pet like a fish or a hamster. Though research suggests that

classroom pets like insects, reptiles, fish, and small mammals such as

hamsters support early childhood development and foster social interactions

and social-emotional development (Meadan and Jegatheesan, 2010), many

districts have outright banned the usage of pets in the classroom. This is not

to be confused with the use of service animals used by students with

disabilities, which is protected under the Individuals with Disabilities

Education Act, or the use of animal interventions. Class pets have their own

advantages, including engaging students in an in-person viewing of how

animals behave and react compared to reading about them in a book or

watching a video (Herbert and Lynch, 2017). Animals in the classroom not

only provide additional instructional opportunities, but the American

Educational Research Association Open Journal published a study in which

animals help reduce stress, improve social skills, and increase motivation for

learning in schools (García-Bullé, 2019). Other studies have shown that

elementary students with pets in their classrooms have increased empathy

(Daly and Suggs, 2010). These continuous links between humans and

animals reveal the human-animal interaction, which can then be used for

human-animal interventions. These interventions assist students in

motivation and self-efficacy, engagement, self-regulation and stress coping,

and social interaction (Gee, Griffin, and McCardle, 2017). These combined

skills result in social emotional development and learning in the classroom

(Gee, Griffin, and McCardle, 2017). This literature review will investigate

the human-animal intervention (HAI) in the classroom setting, the benefits of

having animals in the classroom, and animals’ effects on children in early

childhood, primary, and secondary education.

Research Questions
How are Service Animals, Classroom Pets, and Animal Interventions

different?

What is the Human-Animal Interaction (HAI)?

What is an overview of K-12 student mental health, and how is this

impacting their education?

How can the Human-Animal Interaction be utilized in different educational

settings (early childhood, primary school, and secondary school)?

What future research can be done using the Human-Animal Interaction?

Many of the studies examined in this research included the use of animals in

classrooms (Hummel and Randler, 2012; Pinto and Foulkes, 2015; Gee,

Griffin, and McCardle, 2017; Pendry and Vandagriff, 2019), therapy (Brelsford

et. al., 2017), and tutoring (Mills and Hall, 2014; Hall, Gee, and Mills, 2016)

situations.

The participants of the studies examined were children in early childhood

settings, primary school settings, and secondary school settings.

Early Childhood Settings

Animals in early childhood environments serve to motivate students (Mills and

Hall, 2014), engage in conversations and feel connections to animals (Born,

2018), understand feelings and understand concepts like friendship, sharing,

and respect based on animals portrayed in different medias like television

(Meadan and Jegatheesan, 2010), empathy development (Herbert and Lynch,

2017; Daly and Suggs, 2010), and skills like compassion and responsibility

(Meadan and Jegatheesan, 2010).

Primary School Settings

Animals can be used for interventions, for example, in dog-assisted reading

programs which result in reduced anxiety and a positive attitude towards

school and reading (Mills and Hall, 2014; Linder et al., 2018). Just having an

animal in the classroom can result in student interest in lessons, higher

competence, greater achievement, lower pressure (Hummel and Randler,

2012), reading gains, positive classroom behaviors (Pinto and Foulkers, 2015),

increased motivation, engagement, self-regulations, social interactions, and

academic learning (Gee, Griffin, and McCardle, 2017).

Secondary School Settings

College students can have Emotional Support Animals with them in their

dorms and assist students with their mental health conditions as well as help in

their college careers (Phillips, 2016). Students can also participate in an Animal

Visitation Program (AVP) in which students can interact with animals, which

has resulted in lower cortisol levels compared to students that did not interact

with animals (Pendry and Vandagriff, 2019). This animal interaction can be

utilized during test-taking to reduce stress levels (Pinto and Foulkes, 2015).

Born, P. (2018). Regarding animals: A perspective on the importance of animals in early childhood environmental education. International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 

5(2), 46-57. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1180030.pdf

Brelsford, V. L., Meints, K., Gee, N. R., and Pferrer, K. (2017). Animal-Assisted interventions in the classroom—A systematic review. International Journal of Environmental Research and 

Public Health, 14(7), 669. https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/14/7/669

Connell, C. G., Tepper, D. L., Landry, O., and Bennett, P. C. (2019). The impact of specific human–dog interactions on reading ability in children aged 6 to 8 years. Anthrozoös, 32(3), 347-360. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1598654

Daly, B. and Suggs, S. (2010). Teachers' experiences with humane education and animals in the elementary classroom: implications for empathy development. Journal of Moral Education, 

39(1), 101-112. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240903528733

Gee, N. R., Fine, A. H., & Schuck, S. (2015). Animals in educational settings: Research and practice. In A. H. Fine (Ed.), Handbook on animal-assisted therapy: Foundations and guidelines for 
animal-assisted interventions (4th ed., pp. 195–210). Elsevier Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-801292-5.00014-6

Gee, N. R., Griffin, J. A., and McCardle, P. (2017). Human–Animal interaction research in school settings: current knowledge and future directions. AERA Open. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858417724346

Hall, S. S., Gee, N. R., and Mills, D. S. (2016). Children reading to dogs: A systematic review of the literature. PLOS ONE, 11(2), 1-22. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0149759

Herbert, S., and Lynch, J. (2017). Classroom animals provide more than just science education. Science & Education, 26, 107-123. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11191-017-9874-6

Hummel, E. and Randler, C. (2012). Living animals in the classroom: A meta-analysis on learning outcome and a treatment–control study focusing on knowledge and motivation. Journal of 

Science Education and Technology, 21, 95–105. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10956-011-9285-4

Linder, D. E., Mueller, M. K., Gibbs, D. M., Alper, J. A., and Freeman, L. M. (2017). Effects of an animal-assisted intervention on reading skills and attitudes in second grade students. Early 

Childhood Education Journal, 46, 323-329. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-017-0862-x

Meadan, H. and Jegatheesan, B. (2010). Classroom pets and young children. Young Children, 65(3), 70-77. https://www.proquest.com/openview/035f4a513547f8027c42ef88a357c7f0/1?pq-

origsite=gscholar&cbl=27755

Mills, D. and Hall, S. (2014). Animal-assisted interventions: Making better use of the human-animal bond. Veterinary Record, 174(11), 269-273. https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.g1929

Murphy, J. M., Guzman, J., McCarthy, A. E., et al. (2014). Mental health predicts better academic outcomes: A longitudinal study of elementary school students in Chile. Child Psychiatry Hum 

Dev, 46(2): 245-256. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-014-0464-4

Pendry, P. and Vandagriff, J. L. (2019). Animal visitation program (AVP) reduces cortisol levels of university students: A randomized controlled trial . AERA Open, 5(2), 1-12. 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1220763.pdf

Pinto, L. E. and Foulkes, D. (2015). Well-being and human-animal interactions in schools: The case of "dog daycare co-op". Brock Education Journal, 24(2), 60-73. 
https://doi.org/10.26522/brocked.v24i2.395

Phillips, M. (2016). Service and emotional support animals on campus: The relevance and controversy. Research & Teaching in Developmental Education, 33(1), 96–99.
http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=9&sid=0f63c84d-6ddb-4d07-b36e-1dd8bcbdccf3%40sessionmgr4008

Though one study mentioned that their results cannot necessarily be

attributed to the animals in the interventions (Connel et al., 2019), a

majority of the studies found that animals used in interventions had

positive effects for the students involved, whether it be mental health

related or academics. Multiple studies and journals (Gee et al., 2017;

Born, 2018; Brelsford et al., 2017; Gee et al., 2015; Daly, 2010)

stated additional research is needed as the topic of human-animal

interactions is not often studied. Additional research is also needed to

verify the correlation between the use of animals and reading

achievement.

Some studies did not seem confident in the results obtained, and

many studies were short term. Most studies lasted for a few weeks or

a few months. Additional research is needed to report long-term

results on the use of animals with interventions and students, both

academically and regarding mental health.

Most studies used dogs as their animals for interventions. A few

studies mentioned the use of cats in the form of pictures, but no

studies used cats in their interventions. There is a gap in the literature

for the use of cats in interventions. This could be due to allergies, as

many dog breeds can be hypoallergenic. Implications for future

research include studying the relation between mental health (stress,

anxiety, etc.) and cats used in interventions. Future research is also

needed to determine the relation between academics and cats used in

interventions.

Gee, Griffin, and McCardle, 2017: Theoretical Framework which expresses the

effects of HAI activities.


