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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to produce knowledge about the impact of pets on preschool children’s desire 
to learn and their development. The research question asked is: What do children learn from and with 
pets: The example of dog and cat? Socio-cultural theories and developmental pedagogy are used in order 
to study children’s learning in the preschool. The socio-cultural theories are based on a model describing 
interactions between people presented by Vygotskij (1978) and further developed by Säljö (2011). This 
study employed a qualitative exploratory research method with the aim of gaining knowledge concerning 
a group of 24 children, aged 4-5 years.  Individual interviews were used as the method of data collec-
tion. The results are presented as two main categories: 1) The pet supports the child in their learning 
and development process 2) The child is the teacher of the pet. Each main category comprised two sub-
categories: 1a) Developing empathy and emotions, 1b) Being good at school-related tasks, 2a) Teaching 
the pet playful exercises, 2b) Teaching the pet to obey. The results show that pets provide children with 
positive experiences and a sense of feeling good. The children said that they could talk to all the animals 
and that the animals are listening. When a child is doing activities with an animal or tries to teach an 
animal some exercises, the child receives a response from the animal. This leads on to new experiences 
and an increased knowledge regarding social behavior.   Using pets for educational purposes in the home, 
preschool and school, might stimulate an interest in animal care and a commitment to the world´s wildlife 
and fauna in general.   
Key words: animal, children, development, preschool learning. 

Introduction

this study aims to promote learning and development in young children. it is based on a 
collaborative project with an animal protection organization in sweden (animal Welfare swe-
den, www.djurskyddet.se). international research into relations between humans and animals is 
mainly about adult´s and older people’s experiences of life with pets in healthcare and elderly 
care. the research shows that closeness to animals has good effects on quality of life. contact 
with animals produces more positive outlook on life and a meaning in life, which contributes 
to a better quality of life (mccabe, braun, speich & agrawal, 2002; collis & mcnicholas, 
2004). in countries such as u.K, france, the usa and Japan, interaction with an animal is a 
voluntary activity either in the form of having an animal of one´s own in institutions or homes 
or for example, having home visits by health workers together with animal. such activities are 
officially supported, but this is not generally the situation in Sweden (fine, 2000). a positive 
effect on learning, communication skills, physical health, behavior and emotional well-being 
characterizes therapy interventions involving animals, regardless of the different characteristics 
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of the target groups’ (nimer & lundahl, 2007). for dog owners the dog itself is often a sour-
ce of motivation, companionship and social support for physical activity (cutt, Giles-corti & 
Knuiman 2008a). as regards children, there are many reasons for using animals in educational 
work. from school research, we know that animals stimulate children’s empathy in general and 
empathy with other people’s situations in particular (daly & suggs, 2010). When teachers use 
animals as a basis for teaching, they find it easier to eater into close collaboration and personal 
contact with the children; the animals become a shared project and an interest to talk about.

there are many reasons for considering the use of animals in educational work with chil-
dren. in a study by tissen, hergovich & spiel (2007) 230 children in grade three in elementary 
school on ten occasions over ten weeks either received social training and without dogs, or hade 
a dog present but had no social training. the students showed an improvement in social behav-
ior and empathy in all three programs. in addition, those children showed less who completed 
the program ”social training with dogs” open aggression and aggression towards other people 
if than the children who followed the other two programs.

animals often have a decisive impact on a child, sometimes ever be greater than the 
influence of parents and other people (Melson, 2001). Animals can provide comfort, support, 
protection, love, friendship and security or act as conductors or intermediaries, based on the 
child´s immediate needs. When animals are an important part of a child´s life they contribute 
development, significant cognitive, emotional and moral processes in the child. Children who 
have animals around them learn to read the animal’s body language and understand what they 
know and like. research shows that sharing feelings with an animal can develop empathy, self-
confidence, self-esteem and a belief in their own ability in a child. This is a valuable lesson that 
children can benefit from in their relationships with humans (Simeonsdotter Svensson, 2013; 
melson, 2001). 

Problem of Research 

international school studies show that children who have a close relationship with an 
animal in the home or come into contact with animals in a sympathetic way in school develop 
greater empathy for both animals and people (myers, 1998; poresky, 1990; Vizek-Vidovic et 
al., 1999).  dadds (2002) noted that a training programme focusing on the child’s relationship to 
animals had an effect on their ability to empathize with both animals and people. other studies 
(tissen, hergovich & spiel, 2007) show that children, who read to a dog, develop speed and an 
interest in reading and younger children look forward to learning to read. these studies show 
that contact with animals can lead to better self-esteem, which can lead in turn to better results 
in school.  this study focuses on animals in pre-school children’s immediate vicinity, home 
environment and school. the term animals refer mainly to pets which usually have multiple 
functions, providing psychological, social and physical stimulation, as well as security and 
happiness. most children are interested in animals, making the topic to an appropriate starting 
point for educational work both in the home environment and in early childhood education. 
children relate to the experiences of everyday life, usually the home, which the school may use 
in pursuing educational activities.

Theoretical Background

socio-cultural theories and developmental pedagogy are used in order to study children’s 
learning in the preschool ages. the socio-cultural theories are based on a model describing 
interactions between people introduced by Vygotskij (1978) and further developed by säljö 
(2011). these theories could be applied to a program combining learning with communication 
and active participation.  in socio-cultural theory participation is a social interaction and cultur-
ally organized activities play an important role in affecting the psychological means for devel-
opment (Vygotskij, 1978).  a learning / communication situation can be an interaction between 
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children and pets. in this study the project sets the frame for communication. the sociocultural 
perspective integrates the culture of human beliefs of which they are a part; children are part of 
a social practice, where learning takes place in the interaction between the child and its environ-
ment. in this study, children are taught in interactions with pets. 

a learning interaction can also be related to a developing pedagogical perspective. de-
velopmental pedagogy emerged from empirical studies where there was a dynamic interplay 
and close cooperation between children, teachers and researchers (pramling samuelsson & 
Johansson, 2006; pramling samuelsson & asplund carlsson, 2008). developmental pedagogi-developmental pedagogi-
cal theory has its roots in the phenomenographic approach, where the learner’s perspective is 
central. phenomenography is a qualitatively oriented empirical approach, which was developed 
at the department of education, Gothenburg university (marton, 1981). its starting point is an 
interest in describing phenomena in the world as others see them and uncovering and describ-
ing variations in this respect, primarily in a pedagogical context (marton &yan pong, 2005). 
in this study younger children’s learning and development are related to a learning interaction 
between children and animals in a given context. The purpose of this study is to produce knowl-
edge about the impact of pets on preschool children’s desire to learn and development. What do 
children learn from and with pets: the example of dog and cat?

Methodology of Research 

children and animals are easily able to enter into a close and trusting relationships which 
can have positive effects on child development, including the strengthening of self-esteem, a 
greater ability to take responsibility and a feeling of better self-control. animals stimulate pres-
ence in the moment and provide love and security without words which can be misunderstood. 
animal do not laugh at the children when they do something wrong comfort them instead. they 
are serving as a listen as best they can.  the child always feels important, loved and needed, 
which builds reinforces and self-confidence.  If the child finds social contact with others dif-
ficult, animals can be an easier option for a relationship.  Children do not always feel that they 
want to open up to adults and make use of them because they may feel that it is precisely those 
adults who have failed them in various situations (tissen, hergovich & spiel, 2007). this 
study presents a group of children at a preschool who wants to talk about pets and share their 
thoughts. a sociocultural perspective on the relationship, child– pet is a starting point. it is in 
the interaction between children and pets as learning occurs.

Sample of Research

the study involved 24 children from the metropolitan region of Gothenburg, 12 boys 
and 12 girls. a preschool near the university of Gothenburg was contacted via mail. the teach-
ers were interested participating in a study conducted at their preschool. ethical considerations 
were dealt with at an early stage in the contact with children and their families. the children and 
their families were informed that they could withdraw their participation at any time and that 
confidentiality was guaranteed. Thus, all those who participants in the study remain anonymous 
and have been assigned fictitious names (Research Council, 2007). 

Instruments and Procedures

a qualitative research method was used in this study, with the aim of gaining knowledge 
about a group of preschool children aged 4-5 years. interviews, with an emphasis on conversa-
tion, were used as a method of data collection and a socio-cultural perspective was applied to 
the material (Vygotskij, 1978; säljö, 2011). in all pedagogical approaches interviewing children 
the children´s own perspectives and expressions becomes important to take into consideration 

Agneta SIMEONSDOTTER SVENSSON. The Impact of the Animals on Children’s Learning and Their Development - A Study of What 
Children Learn From and With Pets: The Example of Dog and Cat



problems
of education

in the 21st century
Volume 59, 2014

80

ISSN 1822-7864

(sommer, pramling samuelsson & hundeide, 2010, 2013). the interviews lasted from 30-
60 minutes and were conducted by the author into the role of researcher. the children were 
interviewed one by one at the preschool. the interviews were recorded and later transcribed 
verbatim.   introductory questions were asked about whether the children had pets at home, if 
they had pets before or perhaps wanted a pet. the talks that followed included questions about 
what the pets did for children and what they usually did together with the animal. other ques-
tions were whether the children were able to learn anything about the pets and whether the pets 
could teach them anything, and if so, what. Various communication patterns were identified and 
related to the purpose of the study and the issues. during the interviews revealed that all 24 chil-
dren have or had had the dog or cat. seven of the children have or had also had other animals. 
These animals were bird, hamster, fish and rat. Dog and cat was mentioned, however, when the 
children told me what they learn from and with pets. therefore, in the selection of interviews, 
pets are represented by dog or cat in the citations of the children.

Analysis of Data

the qualitative acceptability of the method was investigated by analyzing the conversa-
tions between the children and the researcher and their talk about pets.  the recording conver-
sations relevant content and learning was investigated the recorded conversation. measurable 
items and patterns were identified, with reference is learning associated with animals.the meth-
od chosen for the analysis was phenomenography (marton & pong, 2005). the transcribed text 
from the conversations was read carefully by the author. the interpretation from the entirety 
to the parts was conducted in order to increase understanding of the text.   the interpretation 
process in a phenomenographic analysis can be seen as a chain of interpretations based on the 
whole and the parts and the whole (marton, beaty & dall’alba, 1993; marton & pong, 2005). 
interpretation of the whole and the parts is linked mostly by hermeneutics and the hermeneutic 
spiral (Gadamer, 1999). part and whole must be related to each other in a reasonable manner in 
order to be credible, which is how phenomenographic inspired analysis is used in this study. in-
terpretation and understanding of the process involves an understanding of the context; under-
standing or the whole increases, which also changes the understanding of the individual parts.

Throughout the process, the parts of the text were first analyzed independently by the 
author and then to increase the trustworthiness of the analysis, the categories were checked for 
content. The children’s statements were identified and categorized. The entirety and the parts 
come together and the dependency between them was seen to answer the aim of the study.  
categories were created for the outcomes describing the responder’s different ways of appre-
hending/experiencing the phenomenon. similarities in understanding constituted one category. 
according to the method the criteria for the categories were: being related to the phenomenon; 
the presence of a logical relation among the categories; as few categories as possible to cover 
the critical variations in the data (marton & pong, 2005). representative quotes of statements 
by the children supported the meaning of the categories and increased trustworthiness of the 
analysis. 

Results of Research

the purpose of this study is to produce knowledge about the impact of pets on preschool 
children’s desire to learn and development. What do children learn from and with pets: example 
dog and cat?

the results produce two main categories: 1) pets support the child in the learning and 
development process 2) the child is the teacher of the pet. each main category consisted of 
two subcategories: 1a) developing empathy and emotions, 1b) being good at school-related 
tasks, 2a) teaching the pet playful exercises, 2b) teaching the pet to obey. the pets represented 
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in the study are dogs and cats. the quotations below are examples showing how pets support 
the child in the learning and development process as well as how the child is the teacher of the 
pet: the example of dog and cat. this can be done in a variety of ways, but should start from 
the children’s interest in a learning situation (marton & pong, 2005; pramling samuelsson & 
Johansson, 2006; pramling samuelsson & asplund carlsson, 2008).

1) pets support the child in the learning and development process 

1a) Developing empathy and emotions

the category describes how animals help to develop children’s empathy and emotions. 
the children put into words the emotions they feel in relation to the pet. support in this category 
concerns emotional support which, in turn, is important for learning and development. four 
children: peter, anna, birgitta and Johan represent this category.

my dog   will come and cuddle with me in bed every night. he is so nice. i’ll give him 1. 
candy. he likes it and i do too. i feel a little better, when i do that (peter). 
Kirre (cat) settles on my lap and purrs. i will be happy then.  i feel it all through my 2. 
body (anna).
have held her (dog) in my arms. she wants me to carry her. she jumps on me and 3. 
wants to get up. then she won’t hurt her feet if i carry her. she kisses me all the time 
and then i feel calm (birgitta).
misse  (cat) is so funny! he lies on my stomach when i am asleep and is so cute. i 4. 
love him. i fall asleep, then (Johan).

In the first sub-category, developing empathy and emotions the animal is for the chil-
dren. the dog or cat comes to them and wants to cuddle which is perceived as positive and 
fun. they think it feels good to cuddle a pet. the children express how much they like the 
animal and feel for the animal. empathy and learning go hand in hand for the kids. they learn 
to develop empathy and to put words to feelings, which is part of the development process. 
according to Vygotskij (1978) all can develop in any way. it is therefore important that adults 
see children’s potentials in order to serve as the mainstay for them in their development and 
learning process. 

1b) Being good at school-related tasks

This category highlights children’s reflections on that their ability to become skilled 
at learning school-related tasks. the school-related tasks that children describe are drawing, 
painting or reading and counting. they may have received information from the teacher at the 
preschool that they will then use at home or they play school at home and want to try writing 
and arithmetic. carl, susanne, roger and boris represent this category.

do you know, i have learned to read? did it all by myself. read to blixten  (dog) 1. 
the story of the little uncle. he was really happy when i read. probably thought it 
was funny (carl).
i read a bedtime story to my cat, lisa. she can listen, but she says nothing, just 2. 
meow and that is probably good, i think (susanne).
my cat can paint with his tail and then i show her how to do it, with a bit of paint on 3. 
the paper. then i do her a nice drawing. it looks like she wants me to (roger)!
teacher said we could borrow books. i borrowed a book about dogs that i showed 4. 
to my dog. i had the same picture as on my book. he was happy and barked when 
he saw it. then i showed him all the pictures (boris).
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the second sub-category being good at school-related tasks show the children expe-
riencing that the animal listens without judging what is right or wrong. both the dog and the 
cat support them, the children. thing it is safe when the pet listens when they read the story or 
draw and paint. the children experience genuine pleasure, and have a feeling that the animal is 
also experiencing joy, a shared joy. feeling that an animal is listening only you to and giving 
you their full attention, gives children a satisfaction and a desire to learn more.

2) the child is the teacher of the pet

2a) Teaching pet playful exercises

this category covers children teaching the pet playful exercises, to their mutual invol-
ving common joy. exercises the children talk about are jumping over obstacles, crawling in the 
”tunnel”, agility exercises (dog),  playing with a small ball of string and teaching the animal to 
catch it, balancing on a  railing and ”sneaking nicely” (cat). the children are: anette, patrick, 
christina and Jonna.

Guess, i have taught my dog   a lot of fun things. i taught him to go into the tunnel. 1. 
he’s good; i’ve taught him all summer. first, we practiced at slowly, then running 
fast (anette).
oh, what fun we have. lillan (cat) can chase the mouse now. but it is not a real 2. 
mouse; it is a toy mouse, for cats. i´ve trained her. now she does it, you see! but i 
had to show her lots of times what to (patrick).
my dog   has learned to jump over the crossbar. it is high, the crossbar. he could not 3. 
do it at first, but then I showed him, and then he was great. It is fun (Christina).
i have two cats and they are mischievous. and i found funny things to them to do at 4. 
home. they may not go out by themselves. i usually show how to climb a tree for 
cats that we have at home (Jonna).

the playful exercises create a common activity for the children and animals to do to-
gether. both children and animals enjoy the activity and develop by working at it. the exercises 
are led by the child who feel that they are teaches the animal what to learn. the child acts as a 
teacher and the pet as a pupil. Being the teacher helps to strengthen self-confidence of the child. 
When children are involved in pleasurable activities with pets, they grow with the task and their 
imagination develops.

2b) Teaching the pet to obey

children think it is important for dogs and cats to be obedient. the child wants the ani-important for dogs and cats to be obedient. the child wants the ani-
mal to obey in a special situation. it such as coming on command, sitting on command, walking 
nicely, lying still and quiet. learning to obey is different from having �fun sessions”, it is seri- learning to obey is different from having �fun sessions”, it is seri-learning to obey is different from having �fun sessions”, it is seri-
ous, not playing. sara, tor, matilda and sally represent this category. 

Worked with my dog, you   know. have taught him to obey. i have taught him to sit 1. 
nicely. Just me, not mom or dad and i am very strict (sara).
my alva (cat) is not very good at obeying and a bit bothersome; doesn´t do as i say 2. 
a little weird and silly. When i say ”sleep” i want her to be still so we can cuddle 
(tor).
sarah (dog) is good. she runs away from me out there and i call her ”come, come, 3. 
come,”and she comes to me. she obeys me because we practice it a lot (matilda).
i try to teach my cat to lie still. it is a bit hard to teach her. i have trick that anita 4. 
(sister) cannot do. i say ”boo” and he lies down. but then he sneaks out again almost 
immediately. mom says you can’t teach a cat to obey but i want to so i can caress 
her (sally).
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the children see it as an important task to teach the pet obey.  dogs are perceived as be-
ing easier to teach obedience while cats are thought to be more difficult. in this subcategory the 
children express the idea that there is a difference between dogs and cats regarding obedience. 
children who have a cat believe that cats do not obey like dogs. they are convinced, however, 
that cats should obey so that they can be cuddled. 

Discussion

                                              Learning From and With Pets

the purpose of this study was to produce knowledge about the impact of pets on pres-
chool children’s desire to learn and their development. interviewing young children requires 
not only knowledge about how children think and speak and use body language according, 
to age but also the skill to pick up and interpret what the child is trying to express (sommer, 
Pramling Samuelsson & Hundeide, 2010). It is actually more difficult to interview young chil-
dren than adults. younger children usually use body language when they communicate, which 
complements and clarifies their spoken language. What do children learn from and with pets? 
the answer can formulate in two main categories: 1) a pet supports the child in the learning and 
development process 2) the child is the teacher of the pet. each main category comprises two 
subcategories: 1a) developing empathy and emotions; 1b) being good at school-related tasks; 
2a) teaching the pet playful exercises; 2b) teaching the pet to obey. nine girls and seven boys 
represent the categories. the 16 children talking about the pets in ways that categories shows. 
not any category more represented. no category is distinguished from the other. the eight chil-
dren who are not examples (8 of 24) varied across categories. no overweight there either.

the study shows that pets, example dog and cat, contribute to children’s learning and 
development in several ways. they support the child in the learning and development process 
by helping them to develop the empathic ability and making the child feel with the animal. it is 
fun to play with the pet and to learn from and with it, especially dog and cat. maybe the dogs 
and cats are more accessible than rodents and birds. they are seen as someone to �cuddle” and 
enjoy. pets in general and dogs and cats in particular, give children positive experiences and a 
sense of feeling good. they create a relationship with the animal, feel safe with it. this later 
leads to their creating relationships with other people; through sharing a common interest, for 
example communication between children and adults develops as daly & suggs (2010) also 
point out in their a study.

the relationship between animals and people has special qualities that distinguish it 
from human relations. it is based on a non-verbal communicating between two beings who do 
not share a language other than through movement and touch. in contact with animals given 
the children opportunities to communicate their thoughts in words. the speech and language of 
preschool children are stimulated and develops in interaction with the animal. the urge to use 
speech and language is stimulated when the child reads or tells a story to the animal. the child 
may then feel they are good at school-related tasks. the children are more inspirited to absorb 
knowledge and the knowledge becomes more lasting through concrete experiences. in this stu-
dy, we see the children’s spontaneous joy and happiness when they communicate with animals. 
as the child reads, narrates or any other activity with the animal, the animal is there as a good 
listener. When the child tries to teach the animal exercises or reads to it, the child receives the 
response from the animal, this leads to new experiences and an increase of knowledge regard-
ing social behavior (cf. tissen, et al., 2007). 
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Conclusions 
 
animals are important to children. they possess many qualities and contribute to the 

child´s learning and development. using pets for educational purposes in homes, preschools 
and schools may arouse an interest in animal care and commitment to the natural world and 
its fauna. it’s way also forms the basis for the choice of training for interested children and 
young people, expressed as the �use of animals for training purposes.”  sweden and many other 
countries, however, animals are not present in preschools and schools. one reason cited for this 
is that many children are allergic, especially to dogs and cats. studying the impact of the pres-
chool children’s desire to learn and their development, and what children learn from and with 
pets, is opposed if live animals are to be present. alternative types of schools where animals 
play a natural part in the education may be one way to go. When animals become the basis 
of conversations between children and adults makes close collaboration and personal contact 
with the children easier, the animals become a shared project and interest to be talked about. it 
creates empathy, which means helpfulness, caring and a sense of responsibility. it also encour-it also encour-
ages an ethical attitude towards people, animals and nature. it might be interesting to follow the 
children in a larger longitudinal study and examine the effects of using animals for learning and 
development purposes. studies based on a quantitative methodology may be appropriate for 
comparing approaches in different countries
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