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Teacher’s Pet 

Mission:
Empowering at-risk youth through animal-assisted 

services using Social Emotional Learning, and 

trauma-informed practices, fostering personal growth, 

empathy, and community involvement while improving 

shelter dog welfare.



OUR HISTORY

Kingsley Montgomery 
Crossroads for Youth
Macomb County Juvenile Justice Center
Children’s Village 
Lamphere School 
Covenant House 
OCJ Trusties 
Macomb County Community Mental Health 

More than 3,500 youth    
and 6,500 dogs
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objectively
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words to feelings
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of adversity 

Muscle strengthening
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Sense of well-
being
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Similar bx and 
how to 

modify them

Lower levels of 
anxiety

Share coping 
strategies

Reduced 
symptoms of 
depression / 

reframing (hope)

Improved 
relationship skills 

Exercise

Reduce stressSafe place to 
practice 
emoting

Improved 
communication 

Body language

Anthrop = 
empathy dev.

Improved SELIncreased physical 
activity 
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Program Output:

•Two hours day

•Twice a week

•2 facilitators

•Certified Dog Trainer

•Transporter

•Additional volunteers 

•Shelter dog rotation

Program Output:

•Juvenile detention 

settings (2-3x / year)

•Community mental 

health (2-3x / year)

•6-10 youth and dogs 

per session

•Past: prison inmate 

workers and youth in 

a homeless shelter



Many youth struggle with trauma, trust, and 

emotional regulation

Many dogs in shelter face behavioral challenges that 

reduce adoption chances

Together, they heal and grow:

•Youth gain empathy, self-confidence and 

purpose

•Dogs gain training, socialization and homes

Similarities Help 
Them Bond



•The dogs have a hard time 
acclimating to the home 
culture, so do the youth 

• Dogs are 
‘unwanted,’youth

often feel unwanted 

• Homelessness / adoption

• Work together for the 
benefit of 
both

Similarities include
• Behaviorally 

challenged dogs 
work with
behaviorally 
challenged youth 

• The dogs are 
“locked up” as are 
the youth



Youth who are less likely to 

transition into adulthood 

successfully

Defining At-Risk

References:

Gartland et al, 2019; Flouri, Tzavidis & Kallis, 2010; 

McFarlane et al, 2003)



Impact on Youth
Growth in Empathy, Emotional 

Regulation and Confidence

Students describe being “less 

stressed, less angry, more 

patient”

They see themselves 

differently: “We are not our 

mistakes”



Problem Solving

Improve Communication

Increased Self Control

Patience

Improved 

Attachment/Connecting

Empathy Building

Improve Expression of 

Feelings

Community Minded

Perspective Taking

Sense of Purpose

Increased impulse control

Improved SEL

Impact on Youth

Reduce Feelings of isolation



Programming provides 

youth with positive, 

structured activities

Enhances mental health, trust 

building, and community 

connection

Supports stronger facility culture, 

reducing staff stress and improving 

morale



Outcomes



Therapeutic Educational

Vocational

THE POWER TO GUIDE
HEALING AND EMPOWERMENT



IMPLEMENTATION AND EVALUATION OF AN 
APPRENTICESHIP-TYPE PROGRAM FOR AT-RISK 

YOUTH WORKING AT AN ANIMAL SHELTER

AMY R. JOHNSON, MA, MAT, LPC, CPDT-KA, UW-AAB

OAKLAND UNIVERSITY 

DECEMBER 2, 2020

Oral defense of 
capstone project



The Research
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The Research

Current study:
• 8 focus groups (Lifetime Bonds & Teacher’s Pet)

• Male and female groups

• Analysis stage

• Book proposal 

• Themes of ‘belonging,’ altruism, patience, moving beyond themselves 

(Otherness!) 



F
ru

s
tr

a
ti

o
n

 t
o

le
ra

n
c

e
; 

A
u

th
o

ri
ty

 m
in

d
s

et



LESSONS LEARNED….

OR GROWTH? 



Impact on Dogs •Dogs learn “preferred” in 

home behaviors 

•Learn to travel (in crates)

•Over-looked dogs become 

adoptable

•Enrichment (mental and 

physical)

•Time out of the shelter 

•Information gathered about 

behavior for adopters



Goals for 
Dogs

• Leash walking
• No jumping 
• Recall
• Leave it
• Sit for food bowl
• Etc.

• Socialization/ 
Confidence building  

• Sit / Stay
• Focus
• Down / Stay



A FEW EXAMPLES OF LESSONS 
LEARNED IN THE MOMENT



Teacher’s Pet with Adjudicated Youth
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The power of 
touch

Photo credit: Teacher’s Pet



HOW DO WE REDUCE 
THE RISK?

Photo credit: Teacher’s Pet 52

Photo credit: Teacher's Pet



Keon: we have a lot in common with 
the dogs. They were neglected, 
abused and so are we. 

I did not know how to care for a dog. 
I did not even think about it. But now 
I know how to approach a dog, how 
to make sure he is not afraid 

Messer: it's good that you are taking 
this to NY but this program should 
really be all over the United States.

It's fun. We get to have fun.

Swoth....had a residential dog at 
another facility. Liked that. It was 
nice to live with a dog. A lot of work--
responsible for everything. Feeding, 
walking, cleaning. It kept us calm 
though. We had to be calm to be 
around the dog and the dog helped 
us be calm. It was like therapy. 

Like this program too. Maybe the 
same.  It helps me forget I'm locked 
up. (More than one kid said this). I 
learned how to care for a dog, how to 
train. Things I can use on the 
outside. How to approach a dog so 
he's not scared.

The dogs are in jail just like us

After we have a session, we are 
happy. It calms us.  We behave 
better outside the program because 
we feel good.

Medina--i am a dog person. I just 
like dogs. I always did. I did not know 
how to take care of them before. 
When I get out I want to buy a small 
______ and teach him all the things I 
learned here.





Introduction 
THANK YOU! 

CONTACT INFO: 

Amy Johnson Binder 
dramyjohnsonlpc@gmail.com
a.binder@unf.edu 
www.teacherspetmi.org


