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Luca Akjeje, 9, reads as he pets Breeja, a
labrador with the?Alliance of Therapy?Dogs, as
part of the Lafayette Library's?Read to a Dog
program. Photo David Scholz
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Libraries hope therapy dogs can help reading take
root in young readers
By David Scholz

Luca Akjeje settled in next to Breeja. After collecting a
graphic novel from nearby offerings, Luca commenced
reading, laying a hand on the labrador's soft, white coat.

The experience for the 9-year-old youth in a back nook
of the Lafayette Library children's area epitomized the
goal of the "Read to a Dog" program. "It's about
capturing young readers and enriching young minds,"
said Library manager Rob Tygett.

With handler Carey Carpenter of Lafayette sitting
nearby, Breeja, also 9 years old, laid down her head and
found eternal bliss in the moment as well. Carpenter
brings in two therapy dogs known for their calm
demeanor, on behalf of the Alliance of Therapy?Dogs.

As Luca became more engrossed in his selection, Breeja
came less the center of the encounter. Luca's
grandmother, Susan Sisco, who brought Luca over the
hill from Martinez, was thoroughly enjoying the comfort
of the dog's presence too. "The dog is nonjudgmental

and not telling (anyone) what to do," said Sisco. "It's a chance to relax, be a kid and read a book with a
dog."

Sitting nearby, Sawyer Griggs, 8, of Lafayette, reacted as only a kid would. "I think it's pretty cool," she
said.

Her caregiver, Kirsten Scheepers, called it "a great idea" for the "soothing and peaceful" experience it
creates for youngsters as they enjoy reading a book.

Reading for some youngsters is as easy as rolling out of bed in the morning; it's a skill that comes naturally.
For others, though, it is a frustrating grind, full of starts, stops, and misfires. The greater one is engaged in
the reading process, the more opportunities can be for this important life skill to take root. To that point,
libraries around Contra Costa County are increasingly tapping into to the calming presence of therapy dogs
to help bridge that literacy gap.

Area branches, including the one in neighboring Orinda, which also brings in the therapy dogs, have long
seized on the power of the pooch in creating a welcoming environment for readers of all skill levels to find
reading a fun, relaxing and rewarding pastime.

Lafayette's Read to a Dog program offers 15-minute sessions on Jan. 23 and 30, from 3 to 4 p.m., and 15-
minute sessions from 2 to 3 p.m. on the Jan. 24 and 31. Times can be booked online. With no-shows a
possibility, there might be times available for families who decide to drop into the branches to check out the
program. 

Orinda's Paws to Read, offering 15-minute reading sessions from 4 to 5 p.m. on Thursdays, Jan. 18 and 25,
and Feb. 1 and 8, is coinciding with the current county-wide Community Reads for Kids activities related to
the book, "Dogtown," by Katherine Applegate and Gennifer Choldenko.

Starting in 2006, Orinda was the first library in the county to introduce the activity. Lin Look, the branch's
children's librarian since 2000 and dog lover herself, was intrigued by the concept after hearing how it was
happening in Pleasanton and made the trek down I-680 to check out how it worked. Sixteen years later, she
hasn't looked back and continues to make dogs a regular presence, much to the joy of young and old
patrons alike.

For some who are reluctant, reading to the dog breaks the ice. And for the more competent readers, they
just like hanging out with the dogs.

Learning to read is a lot about practice, and Look noted that depending on what one is reading and the
reason why they are reading something can make it a task that is not fun. "And reading to a dog is a little
more fun," she said. "(It's) a little out of the ordinary and it becomes a little more interesting."

Alle Porter, the children's librarian at Lafayette since December 2019, inherited the program and has kept it

file:///C/Users/andy/OneDrive/Documents/Web/Lamorindaweekly/html/home.html


LAMORINDA WEEKLY | Libraries hope therapy dogs can help reading take root in young readers | Lafayette

file:///C/...ents/Web/Lamorindaweekly/archive/issue1724/pdf/Libraries-hope-therapy-dogs-can-help-reading-take-root-in-young-readers.html[1/16/2024 12:05:42 PM]

going, even during the depths of the pandemic when she recalled a youngster regularly read to a dog via
Zoom.

Very relieved to have the in-person experience back, she echoed the values and virtues of the program
expressed by her Orinda colleague. "The dogs are non-judgmental," said Porter. "If a child skips a word, no
worry, they are happy to be there. 

"The dogs bring a calmness to the environment," she continued.

In turn, for the children, the experience of reading and greater proficiency with skill "builds their confidence;
You see the results carrying over to school," Porter added.

Looking ahead, Porter anticipates scheduling dogs at the branch during the summer break to bridge the gap
and curb the summer slide parents dread. "Reading to a dog is a good break," said Look, who observed how
area youngsters are under a lot of pressure to achieve and succeed. "If you don't have to perform, you can
just enjoy reading the book or the dog, and that is the best of both worlds."

For more information about the reading with dogs activities, and to register online, visit local branch
calendars at www.ccclib.org.

Reach the reporter at: info@lamorindaweekly.com
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