Animal assisted Iherapy can incorporate health mai
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“Pawsitive” Strides in
Occupational Therapy

elisza Winkle, OTR/, has
had a lot of experience
with dogs, from working
in a veterinarian’s office
to being a groomer in

pet stores. So when she
hecame an occupational
therapist in 2001, it was
only natural that her
work would involve man’s Cand wom-
an's’) best friend: Winkle's practice,
Dogwood Therapy Services, Inc., in
Albuguergue, New Mexico, is rooted in
animal-assisted therapy and using dogs
as an assistive technology option.

It her last semester of school, she
linked up with Assistance Dogs of the
West for a community-based project.
This organization trains assistance dogs
for people with physical disabilities and
psychiatric needs, as well as for indi-
viduals who need social therapy dogs.
Winkle approached the [ounder, Jill
Felice, loolking for a full-service dog.

“Jill asked me what my disability
was," Winkle recalls, “and I said T don't
really have one. I'm an occupational
therapist, and here’s what I'm thinking:
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nlenance.
Michelle Simpson supporis Noelle Armijo's feet while also
managing the dog awaiting treats.

Molly V. Strzelecki

Melissa Trujillo trains a dog to retrieve items
from a table fop.

I'd like to use the dog in my practice to
work with people with disabilities, but
also I'd like to refer people to vou for
dogs as an assistive technology
option.”

From there, Winkle’s career
practically shaped itself, com-
hining her passion for working
with people with her passion for
working with dogs.

“T work with all ages and
ahilities,” Winkle says. “When
I'm in a clinical environment
working with kids, the dog is
nsed as a motivator, Most of the
activities are based on reaching
a goal using the dog instead of
crayons or a peg board or the
‘cooties’ game.”

For example, Winkle
explains, when working with
Kids on anti-gravity prone

extension, she has them punch out bug
shapes—ants, dragonflies, butterflies,
and the like—using a scrapbooking
hole punch, and then has them put

the paper bugs on the dog, emploving
bilateral and fine motor skills, Then the
kids lie on their stomachs on a swing
suspended over the dog, and using
tweezers or chopsticks, pick the bugs
off the dog.

“That’s where we work on hand—eve
coordination and a variety of other
things,” Winkle says. *T also have a
speech therapist working with me, so
wie might also be working on object
identification or sequencing.”

The dogs are also used as a motiva-
tor for Kids who, for instance, have
gravitational insecurity. Winkle will
have a dog jump up on stacked blocks
and pillows in a sensory integration
clinic, and the kids will inevitably climb
after it. “If I ask them to climb, thev'l
tell me theyre scared,” Winkle says.
“But if thev see the dog run up there,
and I tell them the dog wants a treat,
they just go and follow the dog without
hesitation.”

Winkle also uses the dogs in group
therapy. “We have social skill groups,
and maybe the groups are voung kids,
or teenagers with Asperger’s, or adulis
with developmental disabilities. Every-
body needs social skills. And when
the dogs come into a session, we do a
couple of things.”

Cne of these things is to have the
individuals in the group help train the
assistance dogs for other people in the
community with disabilities.

“They're doing philanthropy, which
vou and I take for granted,” Winkle
explains, “And in the process of that,
they're learning vocational skills.
They're learning grooming, how to take
care of a dog, how to hold an animal,
and about all the different kinds of






