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What is the Healing Paws Project? 

Crete-Monee School District 201U is proud to introduce The Healing Paws Project, a therapy dog 

program that has been in development for more than a year, and which will eventually be available 

district-wide to all students and staff in every district school.  This project began in 2019 at the 

alternative therapeutic day school in the district, the Monee Education Center, which piloted the 

program under the direction of Director Brian Wortel, with a  facility therapy dog.  The overwhelmingly 

positive response from students, staff, and the community was the impetus to expand the program 

throughout the district. 

Empirical evidence from research studies shows that therapy dogs can enhance a child’s psychological 

development and social skills, as well as increasing self-esteem.  There are physiological benefits to 

students as well, and, in fact, the simple act of petting a dog has the effect of lowering blood pressure 

and heart rate, and pet therapy can lower stress hormones, like cortisol, and increase oxytocin.  In other 

words, just being in contact with a therapy dog can calm kids down when they’re upset and can help 

keep anxiety at bay.  Reducing feelings of anxiety and depression enables a child to focus on and 

become “available” for learning.   CM201U administration and staff recognize the benefits of therapy 

dogs in schools and support the expansion of the program.  To that end, this year the district has 

approved two additional therapy dogs. 

Who will lead and monitor the program? 

The Healing Paws Project operation will be subject to the approval of the CM201U Superintendent, and 

the planning and direction of the project will occur under the leadership of a Coordinator and a 

committee comprised of the Coordinator, a Central Office administrator, a school board member, a 

veterinarian or veterinarian technician, and a district dog handler.  The committee will meet at least 

quarterly to evaluate the operation and efficacy of the program.  To ensure the professional delivery of 

the program a yearly report of therapy dog visits and services will be prepared by the Coordinator. 

Who are the handlers, and what about the dogs? 

All dogs and handlers, who are employees of the school district, have completed or are in the process of 

completing certification through qualified therapy dog organizations.  The school district will pay for 

each participating dog to be trained by an AKC sanctioned dog trainer to obtain a dog therapy 

certification. The dogs are the personal property of the handlers, who are solely responsible for the 

supervision and humane care of their dogs, including any feeding, medical care, exercising, and cleaning 

up after the therapy dog while the dog is on school property.  

What will the dogs do at school? 

Therapy dogs may be used in individual classrooms, offices, or common areas of the building and 

grounds.  They may be in the hall at arrival and dismissal, or change of classes to greet the students, 

outside at the bus loading zones, or they may pass through the cafeteria or library when students are 

there.  Students will be provided with rules for interacting with the dog prior to the introduction of the 

dog, and the handler will be responsible for ensuring that students follow those expectations.  Rules will 

be posted and reviewed prior to arranged visits, including 1.  Students will not feed the dog, 2.  Students 

will not tease the dog, 3.  Students will not abuse the dog in any way by hitting, kicking, pulling  



its tail or ears, and 4.  Students will not startle the dog by running up to it or shouting at it.  Part of the 

goal of the program is to teach students respect for living things, and to make the students familiar and 

comfortable with the dog as a friend and a welcome member of their community.  Teachers and staff 

may arrange with the dog handler to attend special events within the school. 

What if a parent doesn’t want their student to interact with the dog? 

Parents and guardians of students will be notified that a therapy dog is in the building, and asked to 

complete an opt-out form (attached) if they do not want their student to work with the therapy dogs for 

any reason, including allergies or aversion to dogs.  In addition, signage outside the building and at the 

door of any room or office where the dog is will be posted to alert students, staff, or visitors that the 

dog is on the premises. 

What is the district’s and trainer’s liability for damage or injury caused by the 

dog? 

Therapy dogs are selected for their suitability and temperament and are highly trained to interact with 

people calmly.  Each dog is trained to work cooperatively with their handler as a team, and to model 

good behavior, tolerance, and acceptance.  Each dog has undergone testing to determine suitability to 

work with children and the public in general.  Each has been or is in the process of obtaining Good 

Canine Citizen certification as a trained therapy dog.  In addition, each handler will secure an insurance 

policy that provides liability coverage for the work of the handler and therapy dog while both are on 

school district property.   CM201U also maintains insurance coverage to protect the district from 

exposure to claims in this regard. 

How will the district make sure the dogs safe to be with students and staff?   

When the dogs are at school the handler shall ensure that the dog has access to only such areas of the 

building or property that have been authorized by school district administrators, and will also ensure 

that the dog wears a collar or harness and a leash no longer than four feet.  The handler will maintain 

control of the therapy dog by holding the leash at all times while the dog is on school property, including 

breaks, unless leashing the dog would interfere with the dog’s safe or the effective performance of its 

work or tasks.  The handler shall not tether the dog to any individual or object.  The dog will never be 

left alone with a child, and any interaction with children will be supervised by the handler. 

Are therapy dogs used for any other purpose within the school, such as guard 

duty, or drug-sniffing in cooperation with law enforcement? 

Handlers will not use the therapy dog as a means to intimidate, harass, punish, or discipline any student, 

staff, or visitor.  The handler will not assist law enforcement in any matter or incident that requires the 

therapy dog to search, guard, bark, harass or guard any person.  Any actions or behaviors that are 

inhumane, cruel, or unsafe to the health and welfare of the therapy dog are strictly prohibited. 

 

 



How are dog handlers trained for this work? 

Handlers are trained WITH their dogs for the safety and welfare of the students, staff, and visitors, as 

well as for the dog.  Training is provided at district expense by a member of the Certification Council 

for Professional Dog Trainers (CCPT), or an AKC sanctioned dog trainer.   

What are the responsibilities of the handler at school? 

Handlers should adhere to the following professional ethics of therapy dog handlers: 

1.  Handlers should evaluate their dog’s health and attitude before each working day. 

2.  It is permissible for the dog to be off-lead while in a supervised situation where it is working but it 

should not be allowed to wander through the facility unsupervised. 

2.  Handlers should be aware and courteous of the places the dog is welcome or allowed to be in the 

facility, and students should be taught to appropriately greet the dog in the hall or other less-structured 

environments to alleviate the disruption of the environment. 

4.  Handlers will always clean up after the dog, inside and outside the facility. 

5.  Handlers will give verbal commands firmly and calmly and praise the dog for exemplary behavior. 

6.  Students are NEVER to be left alone with a dog; a designated handler must always be present.  Dogs 

may be left with a non-handler adult for brief periods of time when children are not present or will not 

have access to the dog.  When the dog is left unattended it should be in a room or office with the door 

closed with signage alerting visitors that the dog is on the premises. 

7.  No students or non-handler staff should be giving treats or any food to the dogs. 

8.  Handlers will always be alert to signs of stress in their dogs. These may include seeing the dog  

panting, shaking, yawning, or presenting with ears and tails pressed close to the body.  In addition, if the 

dog is jumping or climbing on them for security, hiding behind them, or looking for an escape route, or 

displaying any noticeable change in behavior and/or desire to socialize, these may be signs of stress. 

9.  Handler should be aware of small items dropped on the floor and prohibit the dog from rummaging 

through trash containers. 

10.  When working with disabled persons, the handler will assist in commanding and handling the dog. 

11.  The handler will never knowingly put the dog in questionable or threatening situations.  

When will all of the schools in the district have therapy dogs? 

The Healing Paws Project will be introduced throughout the district in stages, with the ultimate goal to 

provide each district school with an in-house therapy dog.  In addition, there will be a handler with a 

therapy dog at Central Office, who will be available to provide additional support throughout the district 

when needed, as well as by request. CM201U is excited to be able to offer this unique and valuable 

program to all of our students and staff, and owe a debt of gratitude to our very first therapy dog, 

Gracie, who blazed the trail for our two new therapy dogs, and those to come.  For further information, 

please refer to the Administrator’s Handbook. 


