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Story time: Maddie the collie kisses Karlie Walraven as Kaylee Wolschleger reads to them. Maddie's owner, speech
pathologist Kate Runyan, looks on. Educators say the kids are excited and they hope they're reading better because of the
PawMark program.
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Confident readers; Karlie Walraven (right) shows her friend Kaylee Wolschleger her stickers awarded for reading. The girls,
both 6, have numerous stickers representing their time spent reading to therapy dogs in the PawMark Reading Program at
Wilkshire Early Childhood Center in Haslett.

Box:
READ program

The PawMark program at Wilkshire Early Childhood Center in Haslett is modeled after the Reading Education Assistance
Dogs program, introduced in November 1999 in Salt Lake City.

* Goal: Enhance children's love of reading through the use of therapy animals.

* Benefit; Reading to a dog is less stressful than reading to other children or adults. Children are less nervous or self-
conscious and don't fear making mistakes.

* Animals: Only registered therapy animals are used. Most are dogs, although some READ programs use cats and one uses a
parrot.

* Participants: An estimated 2,400 to 3,000 children in the United States and Canada have participated in READ programs
since 1999.

Source: Intermountain Therapy Animals

On the Web

* The READ program: www.therapyanimals.org/read/index.php
* Therapy Dogs Intemational Inc.: www.tdi-dog.org

Source: TherapyAnimails.org
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Haslett first-graders read to therapy dogs to boost skills

By Hugh Leach
Lansing State Journal
HASLETT - Reading is going to the dogs at the Wilkshire Early Childhood Center. Literally.

First-graders are reading stories out loud to an attentive and noncritical audience - dogs. Educators say the kids are excited
and they hope they're learning to read better because of it.

"All you have to do is look at the children’s faces and see their excitement when it's their day to read,” Wilkshire Principal Gail
Hicks said.

At the end of the school year, reading scores of students who participate in PawMark for six months will be compared with
those of children who participate for three months and those not part of the program.

Hicks said the program seems to be a success. Students with a cross section of reading abilities were picked to participate,
she said.

"The kids get very attached to the dogs," said Kate Runyan, a speech pathologist who visits the school once a week with her
collie, Maddie, a registered therapy dog.

"One little girl even got dressed up in clothes with dogs on them when it was her day to read.”

PawMark is modeled after a program developed in Salt Lake City. Runyan and Peter LaPine, associate professor of audiology
and speech sciences at Michigan State University, received a $40,000 grant from the Laura J. Niles Foundation of Greenwich,
Conn., to test the effectiveness of the program in giving children confidence in their reading abilities.

Runyan and three other volunteers, all members of Therapy Dogs International Inc., have been working with 10 Wilkshire first-
graders since December. Four more volunteers and their dogs soon will begin working with 10 additional children.

Children in the program read for 20 to 30 minutes once a week.

Maddie appeared to enjoy listening to Karlie Walraven and Kaylee Wolschleger, both 6, read to her earlier this week.
"She likes books about dogs," Kaylee said.

Dogs are bathed and groomed before visiting the school and that's a clue to them that it is their day to be read to.
"Maddie gets excited and stands by the door waiting to go to school,” Runyan said.

If the readers do a good job - and they always do - they are rewarded with a sticker with a picture of a dog to place on the back
of a bone-shaped bookmark.

"The lady gives us the stickers 'cause dogs don't have hands," Karlie said as she displayed her bookmark that bore the
inscription "Maddie is my PawMark Reading Buddy."

Atone point Kaylee stumbled on an unfamiliar word, but kept working at it until she was able to pronounce it.

"She seemed intent on impressing the dog,” Runyan said.



