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Reading Tails Program in Moore County
Frequently Asked Questions  

 
Angela North Zumwalt (angelazumwalt@earthlink.net), 910-690-6384 is the director of the Moore County Pet Responsibility Committee (MCPRC), and the main contact for all the therapy dog activities, including the Reading Tails Program of Moore County.
· How do I begin to volunteer for Reading Tails? 

To participate in any of our therapy dog programs, handlers (and their dogs) must have current certification from a nationally recognized therapy dog program which provides testing, registration, support and insurance for their members. Proof of certification needs to be emailed to our coordinator (see above) for review before you begin any visits. Information about some (but not all) of the accrediting organizations can be found at https://mcprc.org/outreach-programs/reading-tails/.  The coordinator will then set up a time when you can shadow a Reading Tails therapy dog team in action, before you make a commitment to participate in the program.

If you choose to participate in the Reading Tail Program and are assigned to one of the Moore County Schools, you will also need to complete a background check for volunteer approval. The secretary, principal or volunteer coordinator at your school will send you the link to complete the easy on-line process. You will receive an email once you are approved, from which you can print out the ID card (or register to create an account to have it put on your phone). In either case, all you will need to do when you arrive at your school is check-in on the school computer at the front desk. It will print out a disposable name tag to wear while you are in the building. Although you do not need an ID badge/tag for your dog, your accrediting organization generally provides one when you complete your therapy dog registration.  

You can get more information about volunteering in Moore County Schools through the following link: 
https://www.ncmcs.org/cms/One.aspx?portalId=19566378&pageId=21519704.
Note: PRC Pet Responsibility Program volunteers and their therapy dogs do NOT need to apply for volunteer approval as they are considered “guests” and will check into the office as a "visitor”. 

· What should I do prior to beginning any volunteer sessions?  
Since there are a variety of ways that therapy teams get their assignments, no single plan works for everyone. Most schools request to be part of the Reading Tails directly through our coordinator, and she will contact you with a potential assignment.  Some requests come directly from teachers who would like a team, and others come from teams who have a direct contact at a school. Whatever your circumstance, it is very important that that the School Volunteer Coordinator is aware of your assignment, and the building administrator has given his/her approval for the team to volunteer in the school. 

Once these formalities have been covered, be sure to contact and work with the school's Volunteer Coordinator to introduce yourself.  At that point, schedule an introductory meeting with the teacher before you make your first classroom visit with your therapy dog.
 
This is the time to confirm what days and times you will be visiting and set up a tentative calendar for the year. (It is helpful to acquire a copy of the school/district calendar, so that you can keep track of school holidays when children are not in attendance. You can find this on the Moore County Schools website or ask the secretary for a copy). This first meeting might be during a teacher’s planning time, or before or after school. Whatever works for both of you. DO NOT assume that the teacher will have time to talk to you during you first visit to the classroom.
This meeting is also the time to discuss the teacher’s expectations and your comfort level with what is being proposed. They know their students, but only you know your dog and his capabilities and limitations. There are many options, and some teachers have a clear idea of what they would like you to do, while others will follow whatever plan you suggest. Much of what you will be able to do is based on how much time will be allotted to your visits, how many children you will be asked to help, and your dog’s stamina. Elementary school schedules are often very tight, so flexibility is the key.

Note that many teachers prefer to delay starting the program until October or later, so that they have time to get classroom routines in place. There is no required starting or ending dates. This will be up to you and the teacher to decide together. 

· What should I do to prepare my dog for his first visit?

Acclimate yourself and your dog to the school property prior to beginning sessions with students. Take your dog to the school grounds when school is not in session and let him/her sniff and walk around the outside to get accustomed to the new smells. An inside tour of the school should be arranged prior to starting.  Generally, the principal or secretary will set this up for you when you first meet them. You might also ask for a map/floorplan of the building’s interior to help you locate the different rooms, adult restrooms and emergency exits.
If you haven’t already done so, introduce yourself and your dog to the office staff. Secretaries are the best source of information!!  Forming a relationship with them is especially helpful (and fun) as many of them are dog lovers, so be prepared for big greetings and possibly treats every time you show up. This is a good time to ask about sign-in and security procedures. Each school has its own system for visitors signing in and out at the front desk, and for fire drills and/or emergency and lock down procedures. 
For your classroom visits, plan to bring a pad for your dog to lay on. Remember to pack a doggie waste pickup bag, as well as a few paper towels. If you are visiting for a sustained timeframe, you may want to bring a bottle of water and a small water dish as well as a favorite toy to occupy your dog during breaks.
· What should I expect from my Reading Tails volunteer experience?  
You may be working in the classroom, out in the hallway or in another room that is vacant. (The location may change from visit to visit). Remember that elementary students can be loud when transitioning in the halls and are usually excited to see a dog in their school. If your dog has difficulty staying focused around loud noises, or becomes anxious in certain locations, be sure to inform the teacher so that he/she can find a more suitable space. Many volunteers find that a corner of the classroom works best, since it’s often quieter, and you don’t lose time walking students to and from another location. Also, the students in your class can easily be instructed about appropriate behavior around a dog, so there is less disruption. Ask the teacher about allowing you time on your first visit to introduce your TD to the whole class, tell a little about him/her, and discuss the “rules” for doggie classroom visits.
Age and reading abilities will guide your reading activities, and the teacher should communicate what she expects you to do. Don’t be afraid to ask for clarification, if you need it.  You could be working with non-readers, early readers, or more advanced ones. You and your TD may just be listening to a single child read from his/her own book or you may be asked to work with small groups, all reading from the same book. In either event, the teacher is responsible to provide the appropriate reading material. You should not be expected to bring these with you. However, you may be given the opportunity to bring in favorite books to share. If you have some that you would like to bring, make sure to run them by the teacher before you read them to small groups or the whole class. 

· Do I need to have a teaching background to be successful in Reading Tails?  
Absolutely not. Your job is to bring a wonderful therapy dog to help students feel more comfortable and enjoy reading.  Students learn best when they are in a positive environment and are having fun. The dog is a big part of this, and so are you!  (Think of it as visiting a group of grandchildren).  Any strategies you use to help them feel less stressed will improve their reading, and whatever additional instruction you can provide is a bonus. The following are a few suggestions that may be helpful to you as you support your readers.
The elementary students you serve are often struggling readers. Helping them to sound out words with you or reading the words or sentences together helps avoid frustration and builds fluency. To help with comprehension, don’t hesitate to explain what a word means if they don’t understand. Give clues to help them make real life connections, and above all be generous with your praise. Reinforcing their strengths builds confidence. 
Asking good comprehension questions helps children focus on the meaning. Some examples might be: “Where did the story take place?”, Why did the character run away from the dog”? or “What do you think that means?”.
Higher-level thinking questions also help the more advanced readers improve their comprehension.  Some examples are: “What do you think the main character was feeling?”, or “How would you change the ending of this story, if you were the author?”. “What was the main theme that the author was trying to share with the reader?”. Thoughtful questioning helps students find deeper meaning from their reading. 
The teacher may also suggest that you use the reading time to focus on a specific skill that day, such as sequencing events, using singular and plurals, predicting endings, using good oral expression, etc. Do what feels comfortable to do.  Most importantly you and your TD are giving these children a time to practice reading in a safe, positive, non-judgmental environment. Praise for the student’s effort is exceptionally important and means so much to these students. The time you spend with them, and the bond you and your TD create could have immeasurable impact on their self-confidence and their future school success.
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