
Jan Proll and her deaf boxer Lucie at The William Benton Museum
of Art’s First Thursday event on March 5, 2026. Proll has three
dogs, all deaf boxers and all therapy dogs. (Mikayla Bunnell)
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When Laurel Rabschutz started the

University of Connecticut’s Paws to

Relax program in UConn’s Homer

Babbidge Library 16 years ago, she

invited students to share comments

about their experience.

The program brought dogs to the

library during finals week, allowing

students to take study breaks with the

animals.

https://www.courant.com/author/mikayla-bunnell/
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Rabschutz, who worked at UConn for

30 years in Continuing Education,

says students wrote about their

favorite visiting dogs and how they

wished the event would be held every

day. But one comment in particular

stuck out to her.

“Somebody wrote: ‘This kept me from

jumping out a window,’ ” she recalls.

Next

Stay

Rabschutz acknowledges this could

have been a joke or an exaggeration,

but maybe it was more than that. She

says she was touched to think that

her idea had made such a difference

in someone’s life.



Paws to Relax became an instant

success. Rabschutz says the second

session of the program in 2010

attracted more than 50 people

waiting in the library for her dog’s

arrival.

Now, UConn’s program is one of

several in Connecticut and many

across the U.S. that are geared to

college students who may be feeling

the stress of taking exams or even

living on campus away from their own

pets.
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Back when she started, Rabschutz

says, only a couple of schools across

the country were bringing dogs to

campuses. Dogs had often been used

for therapy, at that time mostly in

nursing homes or hospitals.

“We started thinking, ‘You know,

students have a lot in common with

those people,’ ” Rabschutz said.

“They’re in an institution, they’re away

from their family, they’re away from

their pets. And so it made a lot of

sense.”

Seeing the success of the Paws to

Relax program, UConn’s Student

Health and Wellness – which offers

medical, mental health and wellness

programs – asked Rabschutz to help

make pet therapy a more regular

feature on the main campus.



Grant, a golden retriever, at The William Benton Museum of Art’s
First Thursday event at the University of Connecticut Storrs
campus on March 5, 2026. Students sat around the dog, smiling
and learning more about him from his handler, Sandra Lok.
(Mikayla Bunnell)

Now, every Tuesday from 4 to 6 p.m.,

students can head to the Cordial

House to experience pet therapy with

Rabschutz, her Newfoundland, Ernie,

and a variety other dogs. Pet therapy

also is offered on campus at The

William Benton Museum of Art’s First

Thursday event. Meanwhile, Paws to

Relax remains a popular feature

during finals week and the dogs also

visit dining halls and dorms and meet

with the athletic teams.



Dr. Laurel Rabschutz and her Newfoundland, Ernie, outside of the
Cordial House on the UConn Storrs campus on March 10, 2026.
Rabschutz founded the Paws to Relax program on campus.
(Mikayla Bunnell)

Most of the therapy visits are in group

settings, where students are

encouraged to sit on the floor and are

free to pet, play with and hug the

dogs. The dogs often lie on their

backs to get some belly rubs, and

sometimes even crawl into a student’s

lap to take a much-needed nap.

Students come and go from the

sessions as they wish. At the Benton

and Cordial House, one dog at a time

typically comes in, with dogs

switching out each hour.



Does ‘pet therapy’ reduce stress?

Inspired by UConn, other schools in

the state, including Eastern

Connecticut State University, Central

Connecticut State University and the

University of Saint Joseph, host dogs

almost every week. They don’t hold as

many events as UConn, however,

Rabschutz says.

Rabschutz got her Ph.D. in Human

Development and Family Sciences

with a dissertation about the

connection between dogs and the

self-esteem and social connection

among disabled people. At UConn,

she taught a First Year Experience

course about the bond between

humans and animals. She says it was

this experience that pushed her to

started advocating for more pet

therapy at UConn.

Others have studied the impacts of

pet therapy.



In 2015, two researchers at Murray

State University in Kentucky found

that AAA – or Animal Assisted

Activities, including pet therapy –

could be “an alternative method of

stress reduction at universities and

colleges; one that is inexpensive and

attractive to much of the college

population.”

The study measured psychological

stress with a before- and after survey;

and physical stress, through saliva

samples, from a group of first-year

college students, all women.

(Researchers say they chose women

because they naturally have higher

stress levels than men.) Participants

gave saliva samples before and after

the students either colored quietly or

participated in pet therapy. The

researchers then measured cortisol, a

hormone that’s an indicator of stress

in humans.

https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA435796037&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&it=r&linkaccess=abs&issn=15277143&sw=w&p=AONE&userGroupName=anon~94c880f0&aty=open-web-entry


Both groups saw a drop in

psychological stress, but the pet

therapy group’s decrease was 63%

greater, the study says. Cortisol levels

fell for both groups, according to the

study.

The researchers concluded that more

investigation is needed “to determine

the short- and long-term

psychological and physiological

benefits of AAA with student

populations.”

That’s because the research isn’t

definitive. For example, a 2008 study

indicates any benefits are short-lived:

“brief exposure to a pet may have

minor or no long-term health benefits

as compared to the positive, long

term benefits of pet ownership,” while

a study conducted in 2007 suggests

the opposite.

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2008-18014-007


Rabschutz says other studies bolster

the idea pet therapy works, including

lowering one’s heart rate. A 2000

study published in the Journal of

Psychosomatic Research indicates

that “a significant decrease in blood

pressure and thus all the other

physiological effects can be achieved

between five and 24 (minutes) of

positive dog interaction.”

Based on her research into the topic

and her passion for the animal-

human bond, Rabschutz helped found

Tails of Joy, an organization of

volunteers that provide dog therapy

throughout Connecticut. It’s this

organization that provides many of

the dogs at the UConn events.

https://www.tailsofjoy.org/content.aspx?page_id=0&club_id=898243


Tails of Joy is affiliated with

Intermountain Therapy Animals, an

organization that registers therapy

animals. To become registered, dogs

must be at least 1 year old, be in good

health, know basic obedience skills

and be comfortable interacting with

people. The group evaluates the

handler and the dog as a team, and

they go through a re-evaluation

process every two years. The group

also may simulate visits during these

evaluations, to determine how the

dogs and handlers deal with certain

situations.

“The dogs have to be comfortable

around hospital equipment, walkers,

wheelchairs … somebody who’s

yelling loudly, people wearing funny

clothes or something flying around,”

Rabschutz said. They also have to be

able to leave food alone if it drops to

the floor, she adds.

https://therapyanimals.org/


Deaf dogs as therapy animals

In its re-evaluations, Intermountain

Therapy Animals takes another look

at the dogs’ health, ensuring they are

still fit to provide therapy. “When the

dogs get older, sometimes they might

start being a little arthritic or

something, maybe they don’t like

being petted as much,” Rabschutz

said.

The organization also provides

insurance for the dogs and handlers

should anything go wrong. Handlers

are required to keep the dogs on

leash and hold onto the leash for the

whole session.

Jan Proll and her deaf boxer Lucie are

Tails of Joy members and are often at

the Benton’s First Thursday events.

Proll has three dogs – all deaf boxers

(white boxers are more prone to

deafness than other colors in the

breed) – and all therapy animals.



She started her pet therapy journey

with her first dog, Sophie, which she

enrolled in obedience classes. After

those classes were over, Sophie’s

veterinarian said she thought the dog

would make a great therapy animal.

The rest is history.

Now, Proll rotates through her three

dogs, taking them each to therapy

events at UConn and to K12 schools

as well. Proll says everywhere she

does therapy, she sees it making a big

difference in people’s mental health.

“I think it’s easy for people to relate to

dogs,” Proll said. “They open up easily

to them and are just very comfortable

with them. They don’t have to worry

about saying the wrong thing or

being poked fun at for being

different.”



At April’s First Thursday event, Proll

came with her dog Oliver, which took

a particular liking to UConn freshman

Nalini Coipel.

Nalini Coipel with Oliver at The Benton on April 2, 2026. Oliver
spent most of his time at First Thursday on Coipel’s lap. (Sydney
Haywood)



“I’ve been having a quiet day … maybe

Oliver sensed that on me and was

like, ‘Let me brighten up her day,’ ”

Coipel said. “I think it’s really cute that

they can sense that and they can

connect with you like that.”

Oliver spent most of the hour he was

at the Benton on Coipel’s lap. She says

she felt much lighter and stress-free

upon leaving than when she did when

she arrived.

“I think it’s a really good distraction

from everything going on,” Coipel

said. “It really is just a dog that’s

happy to be pet and I don’t think you

have to put much thought into it. You

kind of just go and you enjoy that, and

you let that dog enjoy you.”

Sandra Lok also comes to First

Thursday with her golden retriever,

Grant. She says she has two other

therapy dogs and rotates which dog

she takes to each event.



Lia Wollerman and other students with Oliver at The Benton’s
First Thursday event on April 2, 2026. Students gathered around
the dog, eager for a chance to pet him. (Photo by Sydney
Haywood)

DEAFDOG

Students have told her they wished

there was a dog at the Benton or in

the library all the time. They have

even told her they wish a dog could

be in the room while they are taking

an exam, Lok says.

Lok has taken her dogs to the Paws to

Relax program, and says that’s the

event where she hears the most

meaningful things from students.



“I’ll never forget, one student one

time said, ‘Y’ know, I was thinking I

couldn’t do my exam, but now I can

do it,’” Lok said. “That’s what you

want.”

Sometimes, pet therapy can make

assignments and exams leave a

student’s mind for a time, like it did

for Lenin Narvaez, a UConn freshman.

“For the time I was petting the dog, I

forgot I had a midterm tomorrow,”

Narvaez said.

Narvaez says he hasn’t seen a dog in a

long time, so he was glad he was able

to come and pet one.

And his friend William Cheshire, also a

freshman, says the dog reminded him

of his own at home, something that

made him happy.



Even students who don’t have pets at

home feel like they are benefitting. Lia

Wollerman, a junior at UConn, says

this was her first experience with pet

therapy.

“I don’t have pets, so I usually don’t

get to go home and see my dog,” she

said.

For the short time he wasn’t in

Coipel’s lap, Oliver was lying with his

paws on Wollerman’s legs.

“How can you be stressed when you’re

looking at him?” she asked. “You get

so caught up in talking to the dog in

that baby voice and just trying to

make them happy that it makes you

happy.”



Rabschutz says she wishes more

people would research the effects of

pet therapy and the animal-human

bond, as most of the evidence of its

success is anecdotal. But she says that

even if someone’s score on a stress

survey or their blood pressure doesn’t

decrease much after interacting with

a dog, it’s what they feel and say that

really matters.

“You talk to them and they say, ‘Oh,

this made such a difference,’” she

said. “So I don’t discount the

anecdotal. Students tell us all the time

that they love this and they wish they

could do it more and they wait every

semester for the Paws to Relax to

come around. I do think it really does

help.”
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Dementia and Memory Loss Have Been Linked to a
Common Food. Are You Eating It?
Health Headlines

Transform Your Yard With This Stunning Windmill
Helopettor

Surgeon Reveals: This Simple Trick
Will End Joint Pain & Arthritis! (Try It)
Health Headlines
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Never Place Mustard in Your Fridge,
Here's Why
WG Life Hacks

A Look At The Repulsive Home Of
Greta Thunberg
Stars Are Made

This New AC Cools Down a Room in Seconds
Glosritystore
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See How to Claim a SpaceX Pre-IPO Stake Starting at
$500
Brownstone Research

The Biggest IPO in History is Coming
and Most Investors Have It Wrong
Brownstone Research

1 Simple Hack to Cut Your Electric Bill
(Try Tonight)
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Home Criterion

Cesar Millan Reveals What Honey
Does To Your Aging Dog
HealthClubJournal

Forget Collagen, Use This Household Item Instead
Health Club Journal
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This Sleep Apnea Pillow is Taking Over USA Bedrooms -
We Tested It
Health Wellness Daily

Man Saves a Dolphin Calf, What
Happened Next Was Incredible
Buzzday

Never Throw Empty Ketchup Bottles,
Do This Instead
WG Life Hacks
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Pay No Interest With These Cards -
0% Intro APR Until 2027
Wise Bread

What You Should Know Before Canceling Cable in 2026
TellyTuner

Taking Metformin? Use This Household Food to Lower
Blood Sugar Naturally
Trend Nova Daily
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A Man Picked Up a Kitten on The
Street, but This is What Grew Up!
Buzzday

Confirmed - This is The Deadliest
Snake in The World
novelodge

She Tried Everything for Hair Loss...
Then This Finally Worked
Noor Hair
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Flip Your Peanut Butter Upside Down - Here's Why
WellnessPeek

Boat Missing for 20 Years Reappears: What Fishermen
Found Inside!
Buzzday

Hoda Kotb Steps Out With Her
Partner And Fans Are Stunned
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Vetob

Aging Eyes? Do This Vision Method
Daily
WG Vision Health

Taylor Swift's Mansion Shocks The
Whole World, The Proof in Pics
healthtrition
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The Iceberg Floated Near a Village. All The Residents
Turned Pale
Buzzday

Why Nails Become Ridged: a Vital Sign
Buzzday

Man Hears Elephant's Cry! Then Sees
What No One Expected
Buzzday
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Emerging From The Depths: The
Elephant's 11-Hour Feat
Buzzday

Park Ranger Evacuates The Area
When He Realizes What In The Nest
Outlier Model

Warning 14 Products to Avoid Buying at Costco
learnitwise
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