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Adoring Listeners Give Struggling Readers a Boost
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No one pays attention quite like a dog. Take Aspen, a five-
year-old golden retriever. Every week, Aspen travels with
his owner, Lisa Benson, to a group home for boys in Newport
County, Rhode Island. There, Aspen listens as the boys who
live there take turns being his reading buddy.

Aspen and Benson are among a number of dog-human teams
that visit two group homes in the area as part of a program
called Reading Fur Fun developed by the Potter League for
Animals, an animal shelter serving Newport County. The
program also operates in local schools and libraries. The
group home component of the program is run in cooperation
with Child & Family Services of Newport.
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“Many kids are reluctant to read, but because a dog
doesn’t criticize or correct, they feel more confident
reading to him,” says Debra Dyjak, one of the first
volunteers to enroll in Reading Fur Fun at the Potter
League. Keri Lyn Turner, Assistant Manager at Family
Connections Il, one of the CFS residential facilities, agrees.
“A lot of our boys come in with very poor reading skills.
Reading to the dog helps them because it’s a non-critical
ear.”

Joyce Barton, director of volunteer services, and Patricia Heller, director of community
outreach and development, brought the R.E.A.D program to the attention of staff at the Potter
League in 2001. It took about a year to set goals and objectives, obtain books and supplies,
enlist and train volunteers and find a suitable venue. By May 2002, Reading Fur Fun was up and
running with a pilot program based at the Newport Public Library.

“We were a hit,” says Barton. Lynne Mallonee, director of humane education, adds, “The
novelty of coming to read to a dog was just the motivation some of the children needed. And
the dogs loved it. They immediately saw the benefits - lots of attention and treats.” The Potter
League has expanded the program to include schools, libraries, after-school programs and most
recently, two CFS group homes for boys.

Children who participate in Reading Fur Fun sessions offered through schools and libraries are
referred by reading specialists or classroom teachers. The program runs in five-week sessions
with each session lasting about an hour. Participating children receive a book to take with
them at the end of five weeks.

Sessions offered elsewhere, such as in the group homes, don’t necessarily target children with
reading problems. They combine recreation with learning and participation is completely
voluntary. At CFS, the volunteer teams visit once weekly on an ongoing basis.

The handler’s role is to facilitate the process. “You know, the dogs really can’t read. The
volunteer is there as a tutor, to help out with a word or sometimes to read a book to a young
child,” says Mallonee. “We frame it as if the dog is really part of it,” says Mallonee. “We’ll say,
‘Pepper doesn’t know that word either, let’s see if we can figure it out.’” The dog hears its
name and listens up and that keeps the child engaged. A first-grader once asked Benson, “If |
don’t know a word, can Aspen help me?”

Benefits Beyond Literacy

For children who have had a rough start in life, Reading Fur Fun may benefit them in ways not
directly associated with books. “Our boys, they put on a tough exterior, but they’re little boys
who are scared,” says Turner. “They’re in a new environment. A lot of our kids come from
homes where there might be some kind of abuse or neglect or they’re having behavioral
problems. When Aspen comes in, their faces light up - he’s a nice, big, warm dog to cuddle
with and hug.” Amy Bettencourt, manager of Family Connections Il, adds, “If they’ve had a
rough day at school, it helps them to calm down and gives them a chance to show gentleness.”

Turner says the boys enjoy the casual nature of the sessions. “Their day is structured from the
time they wake up till the time they go to bed. This is much more laid back. It’s almost like
they don’t realize they’re getting something out of it-it’s just fun.”



Safety and Humane Education

Learning to be with Aspen in a safe, comfortable and enjoyable way has helped some of the
children who were once afraid of dogs, says Bettencourt. “One of the boys was petrified at
first,” she says. “We introduced him to Aspen slowly - now | find him looking on the shelves for
books to read to Aspen.”
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The Potter League
provides many of the
books used in Reading
Fur Fun, and program
administrators take
that opportunity to reinforce the concept of humane interaction with animals. “Quite a few of
our books have a story where an animal is in a shelter so that gives us an opportunity to talk
about the shelter and how people treat their animals,” says Mallonee.

*This list represents a small sample of the books used in the RFF
Program. All books used have been evaluated for their content to
ensure that animals are treated humanely.

Costs and Training

Reading Fur Fun is a volunteer program so there are very few direct costs other than the cost
of books. The organizations that host the reading sessions are not charged a fee and there is no
cost for the individual child. The Potter League does cover the fee charged by Therapy Dogs
International, to administer temperament and obedience tests to dogs before they are allowed
to participate as reading buddies.

The biggest challenge is finding enough volunteers with suitable dogs. “You not only have to
have a really good dog, you have to like children too,” says Barton. Even dogs with the right
temperament often don’t make the cut because their owners haven’t spent enough time on
obedience training. Reading Fur Fun dogs must be TDI qualified, though they need not be
registered with TDI as therapy dogs. The Potter League’s obedience training classes are open to
everyone and cover all of the elements included in the TDI test.



Martha Parks, director of the volunteer/intern program at Child & Family Services says the
agency would like to offer Reading Fur Fun in more of its group homes but so far, there haven’t
been enough trained teams. “We’re just waiting for the right volunteers.”
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