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Four Legged Friends 



What is Four legged Friends?
Four Legged Friends, is an animal therapy based project, aimed at children within early years settings. Four Legged Friends is available to work with children on a one to one basis or as part of a group, it is also available to assist with children who need support with transition between settings or areas. There will be a choice between a dog or a pony for the practitioners to choose from. 
Four Legged Friends will aim to provide animal assisted therapy and animal assisted activates. If a child requires it is possible for children to have an up to date learning tracker kept on a locked IPad. A progress tracker is where the children’s achievements will be recorded along with targets for the children to work towards, this allows the practitioner to use this tracker to show others that may be working in a multi-agency team with the family. 
Harley therapy describes assisted therapy as; Animal assisted therapy’ is a formal and structured kind of therapy that often takes place in a clinical setting like a therapist’s office. It has the purpose of assisting patients with coping with emotional, social, or mental problems and helping them reach recovery-based goals. The idea is that being in the presence of a domesticated animal helps patients feel safer and more relaxed about sharing their life experiences and challenges
Why this idea?
I have chosen this idea because as an early years practitioner I feel that there is great need for a service such as this to be offered throughout early years settings. 
I have also a great love for animals, I feel that this has also had an impact in the passion I have behind this idea. With an idea like this I feel it is paramount for the therapist to feel passionate as I feel it would be more beneficial for the children, and could improve outcomes. 
Having carried out research, it is evident that there is a large gap in the market for a service like this within Wales, there are many organisations to offer general Animal assisted therapy projects, however there aren’t many that offer a service specialised for early years settings, like that ‘ four legged friends’ does. 
Who is this aimed at?
Four Legged Friends is aimed at all children within early years settings, it is aimed for all children within the setting, but also particularly for children with additional learning needs and that require support in this area. 
Links to the Early Years?
Having carried out research into animal therapy it is evident that animals assisted therapy has a positive effect on a child’s holistic development. 
As part of animal assisted therapy it is more than just stroking and petting the animals it is about the child engaging with the animal. 
www.Crchealth.Org.uk  lists several conditions and disorders that they state animal assisted therapy will treat or be beneficial for, a couple of these are; Autism spectrum disorders – which there may be many of, Developmental disorder ,Emotional and behavioural disorders and Psychiatric disorders.
The benefits of Four Legged Friends to the early years?
To encourage development and interaction for children throughout the setting. 
Crittershallsorts.co.uk state the interaction and relationships that people and animals have, have been proven to reduce stress and promote well-being. They also go on to state that it increases socialisation, improves self-esteem and confidence, promotes quality of life and encourage nurturance and responsibility. 
Four Legged Friends is also a tool that practitioners could use to assist with children going through transitions smoothly. 
Skills and characteristics, I could bring to four legged friends?
Having been an early year’s practitioner for several years, I would be able to use my experience to recognise what may work for some children. I have also always been around animals and have a love for all animals, I feel that this will be a great benefit to a project such as four legged friends as I feel it would thrive best when someone that has passion in both areas bring it together, and that is what is happening.  Having worked with children for several years, I have an understanding of some of the behaviours that children may be displaying, and be able to work alongside practitioners with resolving this or pin pointing a reason or cause. 
What are the challenges?
The challenges of this project would be that only one of the animals would be able to attend the setting at a time. 
Another challenge that this project would face is liabilities, although both the animal and therapist would be highly trained it is important to remember that therapist animals are still only animals and could possibly be unpredictable – it is important that the therapist is aware of this at all times. 	Comment by Alice Bacon: …
As this is a reasonably new service that is being offered it is important to remember that some individuals may be very sceptical about the successfulness of a service like this, within a setting. Some parents may feel that this is a waste of educational time and this is why it is of upmost importance to  ensure that parents and carers are able to see the evidence of the benefits of this service that is available to children. 
Market Research- 
Having carried out market research it has enabled me to look into other animal assisted therapy centres. This research shows that there aren’t many centres or associations available in Wales. Animal assisted therapy centres are used within other countries such as England and The United States of America, this shows that there is a gap in the market to offer a service like this within Wales. It is also apparent that animal assisted therapy is offered to people in general and aren’t specialised to early years settings, this is something that ‘Four legged friends’ is able to offer, the specialised service. 
Marketing –
Marketing four legged friends would primarily be through word of mouth, however, some finances would be set aside to allow for marketing. Money would be set aside to allow for marketing four legged friends through business cards, and posters which could be put up throughout education settings promoting the positive outcomes that four legged friends could achieve. As well as marketing through business cards and posters I feel that using the power of social media would be of great benefit, this also allowing people to share their own personal experiences of four legged friends. By advertising through social media it is important that consent is gained from all parties before images are shared. Having also looked at who ‘four legged friends’ is being aimed at it is important to remember that many early years settings may not be on social media, so it will be vital that posters that are aimed at the early year settings are very detailed and factual about the service that is being offered. This is where offering a setting to have a trial session so that they are able to see what animal assisted therapy is able to offer is important, this is where they may be able to win some childcare settings over. 

What next?
To expand the project it would be beneficial to be able to offer more animals to choose from, this would be more of a short term goal. A long term goal would be to open an animal therapy centre, a place where settings would be able to visit to engage in therapy.  
This is something that could be of great benefits to assist practitioners to engage with children to get the best outcomes. 
Finances
To begin with there would be a high start-up costs to run a project such as,  four legged friends; this is because there would be the initial purchase of the animals, the training for the animal assisted therapist, and marketing, and insurances on the animals. 
There would also be a period in which no money would be earnt due to training being provided for the animals and the therapist. After the initial start-up cost, other costs would be low as it would just be the general maintenance and keep of the animals. An ongoing cost for the project would be; the expense of transporting the animals to the locations in which they would be working.

As an early years practitioner myself, four legged friends would primarily be aimed at early years settings, however I understand the great benefit that four legged friends could have to others such as, elderly care centres, and mental health hospitals, this has become evident through initial research that was carried out. 

Animal assisted therapy is something that is available to help both young children and adults, it is also used alongside counselling sessions by some organisations. According to www.sarahurwin.co.uk animals have the ability to grow strong connections with humans and this can work the same the other way, when a connection like this is made it is referred to as Human-Animal bond. www.sarahurwin.co.uk is a UK based animal assisted therapist, equine therapist and counsellor, this animal assisted therapy centre is based in Devon, they offer a free trial session where others are able to take part and talk through any questions. www.humanima.co.uk offers animal assisted therapy to children this therapist organisation is based in the midlands in England, www.humanima.co.uk offers animal assisted therapy alongside counselling. This is something that isn’t being offered by ‘four legged friends’, although it is something that could be considered and introduced at a later date, there would have to be consideration to the amount of time it takes to train to be a counsellor and also the cost, this would have to be written into the business plan. 
As can be seen from the above research there are animal assisted therapy projects and centres available for individuals. Having carried out a vast amount of research around this particular topic, it is evident that there aren’t any animal assisted therapy projects like ‘four legged friends’ that would be able to offer the services and the expertise aimed primarily at children in early years settings. 
All animal assisted therapy projects that are UK based are open to anyone and do not specialise as such in a particular area, this is something that ‘four legged friends’ does, as it specialises in early years settings. 
Animal assisted therapy is able to offer a holistic development approach to a child’s development. Animal assisted therapy can be used to introduce animal assisted activities, these can work and focus on specific areas of development that a child may need further support in. ‘four legged friends’ would be able to offer a personalised development plan to each child, based on their individual needs. www.rcn.org.uk state that studies suggest that pet ownership can have a positive effect on an individuals physical, social and psychological wellbeing. 
As there are some other projects that offer the same overall service as that of ‘four legged friends’ it is important that during the advertising of this particular project is detailed so that others are able to see the difference in what is being offered.
As ‘four legged friends’ is focused on early years settings it is likely to have a more positive effect than other animal assisted therapy organisations that offer a more general service to individuals. ‘four legged friends’ should have a positive effect on a child’s engagement in an early year setting however, it is something that isn’t part of the Foundation Phase curriculum and is more than likely going to be something that is sessional for the children to begin with. This is something that may have a negative effect on children, practitioners are more likely to see an overall positive effect from animal assisted therapy when children are able to access the service frequently. 
Although this isn’t part of the curriculum for Wales it is important to remember that early years settings are still able to combine this with an activity that may be part of the curriculum for the children – and is a way of the children being able to engage in a curriculum planned activity in a different way. As the Welsh Gov (2018) state, that there should be a mixture of both child led and adult initiated play and learning opportunities for children, it may be of great benefit to advertise ‘four legged friends’ as a structured assisted therapy session and also a chance for children to engage with the animals through their own way, so for example; having the animals at the setting throughout the day for the children to come and go from them and engage with them freely as they would like. 
On the whole there is evidently a gap in the market in Wales for a service like ‘four legged friends’, having looked at many of the other services offered like this it is evident that even through England there aren’t any specialised services for early years settings only. This is something that ‘four legged friends’ will offer that will mean that it is that little bit different to other services like this that are already available. Through advertising and marketing this service well it will ensure that others are aware the difference between this service and others being offered. It is also important to ensure that information regarding ‘four legged friends’ is being relayed to the parents of children within early years settings, this will allow the setting to have support to introduce the service or programme to children.  As ‘four legged friends’ will be limiting its service to early years settings only it is paramount that it is extremely successful in this area as it is very limited, this is where other services may be better off by opening its target market up to more than one set age group. 
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