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Topics of Discussion 
● What is Occupational Therapy 

(OT)? 
● ASD 
● Down-syndrome 
● ADHD
● Dyslexia 



What is Occupational Therapy? 
Occupational therapy is an area of practice that “enables people of all ages to 
participate in daily living.” (American Occupational Therapy Association, Inc, 
2023)

● Occupational Therapists work with people on being as independent as 
possible in all aspects of life. We focus on the goals that the patients may 
have & what is meaningful to the person.  

● OTs work with different populations in a variety of settings
○ homes, communities, schools, and healthcare settings (American 

Occupational Therapy Association, Inc, 2023) 

OT’s can incorporate various therapeutic techniques such as Animal-Assisted 
Therapy into practice to provide unique ways for their patients to succeed. 









What is Autism Spectrum Disorder? 
“Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disability caused 

by differences in the brain” (CDC, 2022). 



● Not all autism 
looks the same. 
It is on a 
spectrum.

● Might 
encounter a 
child who has a 
more severe 
type of  autism.



Individuals with ASD may have difficulties with: 

● Social communication & social interaction 
● Some can be non-verbal or have few words 
● Restricted or repetitive behaviors or interests (making repetitive noises, 

obsessive interests, may get upset at minor changes) 
● May have sensory deficits 
● Emotional regulation difficulties 

○ Interacting with a dog can help with regulating them
● People with ASD may also have different ways of learning, moving, or 

paying attention.
● Other characteristics:

○ High anxiety, stress, or excessive worry





What to be aware of when working with children with ASD

● Sometimes  they may have an less or more fear than expected. 
○ Often have to be reminded to be “gentle” when interacting with the 

dog 
○ Be aware that they might want to touch the face
○ Sometimes children with ASD might make abrupt movements 
○ Might be hesitant to interact with dog at first.  
○ Might scream or get frustrated easily/afraid when they see the dog 



How to help?/ What have studies seen with ASD & 
AAT? 

● Studies have shown that Animal-Assisted Interventions have 
demonstrated a positive effect on the self-esteem, social interaction, and 
communication skills of children with ASD

● Can get involved with visiting clinics that treat children with disabilities. 
● Working alongside the therapist and helping the child who may have 

anxiety, sensory deficits, or emotional regulation 
● Guiding their hand when trying to pet the dog helps with being gentle 
● Talking to them and working on their communication skills and 

socialization skills during the visits 



Down Syndrome



Down Syndrome & Behaviors 
● “Even though people with Down syndrome might act and look similar, 

each person has different abilities” (National Center on Birth Defects 
and Developmental Disabilities, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2023) 

● Attention difficulties 
● Social withdrawal, noncompliance, and compulsions (such as 

arranging objects and repeating behaviors) 
● With increasing age, behaviors associated with anxiety, depression, 

and withdrawal.  



Down Syndrome & AAT 

● For children with DS, research has shown that therapy dogs have a 
calming and de-arousing influence (Griffioen et al., 2019). 

● AAT has been found to help with increase children's social, emotional 
and cognitive growth (Griffioen et al., 2019).



How to help children with DS? 
● Speak clearly and calmly so they can learn from you
● Do not talk down to them – treat them like anyone their age! 
● Try showing them how to do something instead of just giving instructions 
● Showing them how to gently interact with the dog. 





Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder
● The most commonly diagnosed mental disorders in children include attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), behavior problems, anxiety, and 
depression (CDC, 2021).

● Children diagnosed with ADHD show signs of impairments in self-regulation 
and frequently are not always aware of proper social cues (Schuck et al., 2015). 

● AAT interventions are being used to improve the emotional responses of 
children with ADHD which in turn enhances their learning and increases 
adaptive behaviors (Schuck et al., 2015). 



Different Types of ADHD

3 major types of ADHD 

● ADHD, combined type:  
○ Most common type, characterized by impulsive and hyperactive 

behaviors as well as inattention and distractibility.
● ADHD, impulsive/hyperactive type:  

○ Least common type, characterized by impulsive and hyperactive 
behaviors without inattention and distractibility.

● ADHD, inattentive and distractible type: 
○ Characterized predominately by inattention and distractibility 

without hyperactivity.





How to help those with ADHD (specifically READing programs) 

● Reduce distractions (keep area quite), as much as possible (this 
is good for all children) 

● Active reading strategies: 
○ They can use a fun bookmark, a pointer, or their finger to 

keep track of which line they’re on and avoid the dreaded 
line repetition that trips them up. 

● Engage their imagination:
○  Ask them questions about what is going on in the book. 

● While the child is reading the book, stop and ask them what 
they think might happen next. This allows for the child to be 
more engaged and help with building their critical thinking 
skills, comprehension skills, and communication skills 



How to help those with ADHD (continued…)

● Always show interest in what the child is reading: 
○ After the child is finished reading you can ask them questions about what 

they thought about the book. 
○ Who were their favorite characters?  
○ What they learned from the book 

● Define unfamiliar words: Children don’t always stop and ask what words mean. 
○ If the child is reading a book and you see a word during their reading time 

that might be difficult for a child their age to understand, define the word for 
them! 

○ This will build up their vocabulary skills and improve their reading 
comprehension skills 

● Translate figures of speech: 
○ Some children’s books have figures of speech that might be confusing for a 

child to understand
○ Best to translate the figures of speech for the child that will it will better help 

their understanding!





Dyslexia 
What is it? 

● “Learning disorder that involves difficulty 
reading due to problems identifying 
speech sounds and learning how they 
relate to letters and words (decoding)” 
(Mayo Clinic 2022). 

● Can also be referred to as a Reading 
Disability 

● Is a result of individual differences in areas 
of the brain that process language 

● Not due to problems with intelligence, 
hearing or vision

Might notice while they are reading 

● Inability to sound out the 
pronunciation of an unfamiliar 
word 

● Lack fluency compared to other 
children their age

● Reverse letters and numbers 
when reading (read saw as was, 
for example) 

● Become tired or frustrated from 
reading 





How Reading Programs can Help Children with Dyslexia 

● Children with dyslexia may have low self-esteem, behavior problems, 
anxiety, aggression (get more frustrated easily) 

● Important to build their confidence and be encouraging. 
○ “You did such a great job with sounding out that word/ You did a 

great job reading today!” 
● Have them use their finger or a fun bookmark while they read 
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