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Pet Therapy Isn’t Just for Our 

Students
By Lenore M. Kingsmore, Principal, Henry Hudson Regional School, Highlands

Two years ago, my talented 
and dedicated special education 
teacher Kathy Noland approached me 
with an idea she had about getting 
a therapy dog for her classroom. 
Being an animal lover and knowing 
some of the research surrounding 
the value of animals for individuals 
with health issues and disabilities, I 
jumped in and asked our Supervisor 
of Special Services Thomas Toohey 
to investigate the possibility. He 
researched the topic and found out 
that there were programs in New 
Jersey that brought dogs into the 
school to reduce anxiety during 
testing, to teach students to read 
and to teach empathy. It was then 
that he, Kathy and I decided to pilot 
a program that would have a dog 
in school every day with her special 
education classes. 

Henry Hudson Regional School 
(HHRS) is a comprehensive middle 
and high school. This program 
was piloted in the middle school 

resource room, which is located 
on our second floor with all of the 
middle school classes. HHRS follows 
a “school within a school model” 
with the middle school completely 
separated from the high school, 
including a team of teachers who 
follow their students from Grade 
7 to Grade 8. This also occurs in 
Mrs. Noland’s special education 
room. Her students stay with her 
for two or three years, depending 
on their special needs, and leave the 
classroom for their PAC, Music and 
PE classes. There is a personal aide, 
Mrs. Paige Davis, who also attends 
to the students in this program. 

Through the use of IDEA funds, and 
under the auspices of an innovative 
superintendent Dr. Susan Compton 
and board of education, “Hudson,” 
our therapy dog, became a reality 
in August 2014. The process began 
in the spring when Mrs. Noland and 
Mr. Toohey visited Cha Cha Doodles, 
a special breeder in Colonia, N.J. We 
had decided that we needed a breed 
of dog that was hypoallergenic, had 
a great disposition and potential for 
being well trained. We agreed that 
a Golden Doodle would become our 
therapy dog. Mrs. Noland visited the 
puppies several times and selected 
Hudson from among a litter of 
puppies. He was trained, even as a 
baby, to listen to commands. The 
Henry Hudson Regional Board of 
Education formally adopted him on 
August 18, 2014, and we all became 
his caretakers during the day. 

What is so unique about this 
program and HHRS is that everyone, 
students and staff, embraced the 
idea of a dog in our building with 
little to no resistance. There were 
some challenges in the beginning: 
he barked sometimes when classes 

were going on or he ran down the 
halls excited to see the students who 
worked with him daily. But all in 
all, those were minor disruptions 
compared to the joy he has brought 
to us each day he shows up to work! 

And, of course, there is my 
extraordinary teacher, caregiver and 
trainer Mrs. Noland. Hudson goes 
home with her each day, and she has 
trained and raised him. She brings 
him to the veterinarian when he is 
sick or needs a well visit. She is the 
one who takes him to be groomed 
and she continues to teach him 
lessons every day. Mrs. Noland has 
been to several classes with Hudson 
for training and obedience. When 
Hudson turns “1” he will be given 
a test to certify that he is an official 
service dog. We at HHRS already 
know he is brilliant and loving; we 
just want the stamp of approval. 

What has Hudson brought to the 
classroom? Hudson has taught our 
students unconditional positive 
regard. He is their companion when 
they are reading books. He sits while 
our students struggle with difficult 
math problems and he attends PE 
where he plays soccer and engages in 
physical activities when group play 
for some of our special education 
students is difficult. He has helped 
our students who have Asperger’s 
and Autism with more effective ways 
to communicate. He has been taught 
to locate the boys if they run away 
and he is their mascot in the class. 

During their life skills class, our 
special needs students earn time with 
Hudson to play, read or just hang 
out. Hudson has also taught the boys 
responsibility. For example, they have 
learned that they must put away 
their papers and pencils or Hudson 
will chew them; this has reinforced 

HHRS students enjoy Hudson's 

companionship as they do their homework.
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accountability for their actions. 
The boys are also learning patience. 
Sometimes they need to wait for 
what they want because Mrs. Noland 
has to attend to Hudson’s needs first. 
Both of these skills are very difficult 
for students on the Autism spectrum. 

Mrs. Noland asked her students to 
share their ideas in an essay entitled, 
“What Hudson Means to Me.” Here 
are some excerpts from their essays:

Mike: “Hudson is one of my favorite 
dogs. He is a very protective dog of 
the people in the class. He is a very 
kind dog. If you’re feeling down or 
hurt at all, he will lay by you and 
stay near you most of the day.”

Garrett: “Having Hudson in the 
classroom is amazing. It makes me 
feel at home with my dogs. It’s a 
whole new experience in school to 

have a dog in the classroom. Hudson 
makes me feel motivated to do things 
I normally wouldn’t be up to do.”

Max: “Hudson has changed the way 
Henry Hudson is in a good way. He’s 
the school’s best friend and we love 
him. Hudson is a great helper and 
listener. His favorite class is PE because 
he loves to run around and chase us. 
He also loves to play fetch and hide 
and go seek. When one of us is upset 
or angry, Hudson knows and he will 
give us a hug or try to help us.”

James: “When he lays down on my 
feet, it makes me focus more on my 
work.”

Joseph: “Hudson is just one little 
helpful dog and he is just sweet and 
jolly. So when we play he is happy. 
When we walk, he walks right 
besides us. Hudson is nice. He also 

sits for the pledge of allegiance. He is 
just absolutely awesome.”

Kyriee: “Hudson learns like the 
students in different ways and 
makes the whole school happy, 
and I laugh every time he does 
something.”

All of these students receive their 
core content subjects in the resource 
center with Mrs. Noland. Their 
comments explain the value of a 
therapy dog in the classroom. With 
Hudson’s help, the intangible can be 
taught and this is invaluable.

Our hope is to expand this program 
into the two sending elementary 
schools, Atlantic Highlands 
Elementary and Highlands 
Elementary, to assist with the needs 
of all students K-12. 


