Alex the Great Motivator

Dog inspires speech therapy clients to work harder
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Alex knows the difference between “lie down” and “wie down.”

Mispronounce it, and Alex just stares at you.

Say it right, though, and he’s happy to obey.

Alex, an Old English Mastiff, is a certified therapy dog who works with Assistant Professor Beth Macauley at the Mary K. Chapman Center for Communication Disorders at TU.

Clients with speech disorders – from adults with aphasia to teens who stutter to children with language delays – are willing to work harder when the cuddly, 200-pound dog is in the room to reinforce their work.

“We can get so much more out of the kids, from turn-taking skills, to initiation of speech, to quality of sentence structure when he is a part of the session,” Macauley said.

One of the games young children enjoy playing with Alex is hiding objects throughout the room. When Alex finds the objects, the children have to talk about them.

“It’s a yellow ball,” they might say. When they correctly use language, Alex starts searching for the next object.

Sometimes Alex is the object, and the child has to say where Alex is: under the table, on a chair or next to the desk.

Alex doesn’t mind sticky notes, which leads to another game. When Dr. Macauley is working with a child on a certain letter – S, for example – the child can put a sticky note on Alex each time s/he says an S word correctly.

Adults with aphasia put more effort into saying a difficult word like “Oklahoma” if they know they can give Alex a treat and a hug afterward. “In fact, research has shown that presence of a dog can lower blood pressure and petting a dog can ease stress.  So if we’re asking our client to do difficult speech tasks, we can make the tasks less stressful and more fun by incorporating the therapy dog.”  said Macauley.

Some of Macauley’s strongest supporters are teenagers in the special education classroom at Bixby High School in Bixby, Oklahoma.  These teens are unable to speak or have low cognitive skills; they were evaluated by Dr. Macauley during her Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) class in Spring of 2006.  AAC devices are programmable computer-like devices that speak messages when a picture on the screen is touched.  Alex participated in the evaluation sessions and built rapport with the teens.  Macauley started bringing Alex to Bixby regularly after the teenagers continually asked their teacher when Alex was coming to visit.

Work with the AAC device begins with the greeting, “Hi.” Then the child can choose the next screen, which says, “My name is _____.”

Dr. Macauley can program their devices to say a number of sentences including, “Alex is a dog.” “Alex is a big dog.” “Alex, sit.”

The interaction is so much fun that the teenagers love to walk around the Bixby High School campus with Alex so that they can introduce themselves and Alex to everyone they meet – using their AAC device!  Dr. Macauley said successful communication with Alex will hopefully encourage the teens to learn other topics of conversation and start to communicate and interact without Alex’s presence. 

The exercises may sound simple, but they’re not, Dr. Macauley said.

 “One of the critical things about speech is that it’s voluntary,” Macauley said. “So if they don’t realize that speech can influence someone else, it’s really difficult to get them to talk. They want to interact with Alex. That’s why he’s so valuable.”

So does Alex really know the difference between a word pronounced correctly and one that’s a little off? Not really. “Although sometimes I wonder…” said Macauley

Macauley guides Alex’s reactions by gesturing to him. She stands behind the patient and lets Alex know when to stand, sit or fetch.

Macauley has been doing animal-assisted therapy with dogs for six years.

So far, her success is anecdotal.

That’s why she is beginning a research project to document her findings. Case studies will compare treatment progress and goals when Alex is involved and when he’s not, Macauley said. IRB approval is in process and we hope to begin with the Spring 2007 semester.  

One might assume that children would be scared of such a large dog, but that’s not necessarily true.

Macauley’s last therapy dog was a Newfoundland, another burly breed. Many children, Macauley has found, prefer a big, calm dog to a small, excited one.

Alex is owned by Kelly Carter, who allows Macauley to be Alex’s chief handler. “I am so thankful to Kelly for allowing us the opportunity to work with Alex!” said Macauley.  She is currently looking for other certified therapy dogs in the Tulsa area that may be interested in participating in this innovative program.  TU has the only speech-language pathology program in the country that offers clinical practicum in animal-assisted therapy. TU will be hosting a four day workshop in May 2007 for speech pathologists interested in animal-assisted therapy.

When he’s not working, he likes his bed, which is in Macauley’s office, or areas with plenty of activity.

“If he knows people are out there, he doesn’t want to be in my office by himself,” Macauley said. “He wants to be in the student area or with the staff. But he loves working with the clients so much more.”

