Anxiety On The Rise: Addressing increasing mental health needs campus-wide by including animals

Abstract:
	Oklahoma State addresses increased student anxiety with an active therapy dog program, blurring the lines about where non-service animals are allowed on campus. The focus of this session is to describe problems encountered in OSU's particular animal situation, explain how a large campus addressed these issues, and the result of moving toward a more inclusive space.

Summary:
	Like all other college and universities in the United States, Oklahoma State University noticed a dramatic increase in students presenting with invisible disabilities (Gallagher, 2008, Mackenzie et al., 2011). Comparing summer and fall 2014 to summer and fall of 2015 (as of 13 Nov 2015), OSU faced a 17% increase in students turning to counseling services (necessitating the hiring of two more psychologists), a 36% increase in students with invisible disabilities requesting accommodations and 1350% increase in approved emotional support animals living in residential life.  
One attempt to address this growing need for support is OSU’s therapy dog program, named “Pete’s Pet Posse”   as a reference to OSU’s mascot Pistol Pete, which was founded in August 2013.  This program is unique among other similar programs on other college campuses in that the obedience-trained dogs and their handlers (all OSU staff, faculty or students) are on campus every day that the university is open.  There are frequent weekly outreach programs at the counseling center, library and various classroom buildings, in addition to appearing at every New Student Orientation event.  The program gained popularity and swelled from five “therapy teams”  to twenty-two teams within two years, with the expectation of a total of thirty-four teams by Fall 2016.  The dogs accompanied OSU counselors to two sororities who experienced the deaths of their members in separate accidents, and were part of the University’s outreach to the community following the incident where four spectators were killed and dozens injured during the 2015 Homecoming parade (USA Today, CNN News, 25 October 2015).  After the Homecoming Parade incident, University Counseling Services said there was an increase in students seeking services directly tied to having encountered the therapy dogs during the week-long outreach.  Students with invisible disabilities felt more comfortable in disclosing needs, as the frequent public appearances of therapy dogs “normalized” their feelings, started conversations about anxiety and reduced feelings of shame.
Encountering non-service animals wearing vests on a daily basis confused many students and staff, creating a point of contention for students with emotional support animals as an approved accommodation in residential life.  Students saw therapy dogs in food courts, classroom buildings and in the library, and began to bring ESAs into these areas.  Complaints about the amount of untrained and misbehaving animals in campus buildings, particularly the world’s largest student union, soared, necessitating involvement of campus police, student union staff, University Legal Counsel, and the office of Student Disability Services. The first opinion presented was the default position of keeping approved ESAs in Residential Life areas only, and prohibiting all non-service animals from other campus buildings, such as classrooms, research labs and the Student Union. Service animals are allowed in all areas, and University staff would be trained to either ask the two questions allowed by the Americans with Disabilities Act when the disability is not apparent, or simply permit evidently well-trained dogs into the building with the assumption they are service animals.  This solution satisfies the law and most staff, but fails to account for the therapy dog program, and the resulting confusion.  University Counseling Services, located on the third floor of the Student Union, advertises the presence of the therapy dogs every week, and encourages students to stop in.  The obvious contradiction is that the University is promoting non-service animals as a method of support and assistance to all students as part of a push for universal design, inclusion and retention, but then prohibits ESAs from the same spaces, effectively alienating students with diagnosed disabilities.  Because of this, University staff opted to allow all tethered dogs, including emotional support animals, into all outdoor common spaces as well as the Student Union area (which includes shops, food court, classrooms, several campus resource offices, several lounge areas and meeting rooms).  Only behavioral issues will be addressed.  




Outcomes in the first four months:  
	Fewer complaints overall, including those alleging discrimination.  
	When a student and misbehaving dog are asked to leave, the reasons are clear and there has been relatively little push-back.  
	Students with severe anxiety, including non-traditional commuting students and returned veterans with their ESAs, feel more comfortable in the crowded and noisy space that is the Student Union.  Because the Union is a public space, there has been no additional burden on the office of Student Disability Services regarding students with allergies.  
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(Image featuring orange Pete’s Pet Posse – Oklahoma State Pet Therapy Program logo of star containing paw print)



Pete’s Pet Posse was featured in April of 2016 on NBC News: 

http://www.nbcnews.com/feature/college-game-plan/campus-therapy-dogs-offer-helping-paw-stressed-students-n556576 

Frequently Asked Questions about Pete’s Pet Posse Therapy Program: 
http://hr.okstate.edu/frequently-asked-questions" http://hr.okstate.edu/frequently-asked-questions 

Information compiled by Laura K. Warde of Student Disability Services at Oklahoma State University.  The office of Student Disability Services is not affiliated with the P3 program, but is happy to supply P3’s contact information upon request.
Laura may be reached at the office number of 405.744.7116, or by email at lkpotts@okstate.edu. 

