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Insurance for Therapy Dogs in Schools: Protecting Students, Staff, and Canine Companions

Insurance for therapy dogs in schools is an important yet often overlooked aspect of integrating
these compassionate animals into educational environments. As more schools recognize the benefits
of therapy dogs for improving student well-being, social skills, and emotional regulation, ensuring
that these programs are protected with the right insurance coverage becomes crucial. Without
appropriate insurance, schools, handlers, and even the dogs themselves face potential risks and
liabilities that could disrupt these valuable services.

In this article, we'll explore the significance of insurance for therapy dogs in schools, the types of
coverage available, common concerns, and practical tips for schools considering or currently
running therapy dog programs. Whether you're a school administrator, a therapy dog handler, or
simply curious about the topic, understanding the insurance landscape will help safeguard everyone
involved.

Why Therapy Dogs Are Becoming Essential in Schools

Therapy dogs serve a unique and vital role in educational settings. Unlike service dogs trained for
specific disabilities, therapy dogs provide emotional support, reduce anxiety, and foster a positive
learning atmosphere for students of all ages. They can help children cope with stress, improve
attendance, and encourage social interaction.

Given these benefits, schools across the country are increasingly welcoming therapy dogs into
classrooms, counseling offices, and common areas. However, with these benefits come
responsibilities—particularly concerning liability and safety. This is where insurance for therapy
dogs in schools steps in.

The Importance of Insurance for Therapy Dogs in
Schools

Introducing animals into a school environment introduces a new set of risks. Even the most well-
behaved therapy dog can have unpredictable moments, such as sudden fear responses or accidental
scratches. Insurance helps protect schools and handlers from financial losses due to injuries,
property damage, or legal claims.

Liability Protection

One of the primary reasons schools need insurance for therapy dogs is liability protection. If a
student or staff member is bitten or injured, or if the dog causes property damage, the school could
be held legally responsible. Liability insurance covers legal fees, medical expenses, and potential



settlements, ensuring the school’s finances are not drained by unforeseen incidents.

Covering Therapy Dog Handlers

Many therapy dogs are brought into schools by volunteers or external organizations rather than
school employees. Insurance policies can extend coverage to these handlers, protecting them from
claims that might arise during visits. This encourages more volunteers to participate and helps
schools maintain safer programs.

Protecting the Therapy Dogs Themselves

While less common, some insurance plans offer coverage for veterinary expenses if a therapy dog is
injured while on duty. This coverage can provide peace of mind for handlers and schools who want
to ensure their canine companions are well cared for.

Types of Insurance Coverage Relevant to Therapy Dogs
in Schools

Understanding the different types of insurance applicable to therapy dog programs is crucial.
Schools may need to review existing policies and consider additional coverage depending on their
situation.

General Liability Insurance

Most schools already carry general liability insurance, but it’s essential to confirm that therapy dog
activities are included. This insurance typically covers bodily injury and property damage claims
arising from the school’s operations. Schools should verify with their insurer whether therapy
animals are explicitly covered or if an endorsement is needed.

Professional Liability Insurance

If therapy dog handlers provide counseling or other professional services alongside the dog’s
presence, professional liability insurance (also called errors and omissions insurance) might be
necessary. This protects against claims of negligence or inadequate care related to those services.

Animal Bailee Coverage

This specialized insurance covers loss or injury to animals while under the care, custody, or control
of a third party. For schools hosting therapy dogs, animal bailee coverage can protect against claims



if a dog is injured or lost during visits.

Volunteer Insurance

Since many therapy dog handlers are volunteers, schools may want to provide volunteer insurance
that protects these individuals from personal liability during their work. This can be part of the
school’s general policy or a separate rider.

Key Considerations When Selecting Insurance for
Therapy Dogs in Schools

Choosing the right insurance policy requires careful thought and planning. Schools should work
closely with insurance agents experienced in animal-related coverage and educational environments.

Evaluate the Scope of the Program

The scale and nature of the therapy dog program influence insurance needs. A program with
multiple dogs visiting various classrooms may require broader coverage than occasional visits by
one dog. Schools should clearly outline the activities and areas where dogs will be present.

Clarify Roles and Responsibilities

It’s important to define who is responsible for the therapy dog during visits—the school, the handler,
or a third-party organization. This affects which party’s insurance applies and whether additional
coverage is necessary.

Check Policy Exclusions

Some insurance policies exclude coverage for animals or have specific breed restrictions. Schools
must read policies carefully to ensure therapy dogs are not excluded and that coverage extends to
all relevant scenarios.

Consider Risk Management Strategies

Insurance premiums can be influenced by how well a school manages risks. Implementing protocols
such as dog temperament testing, handler training, and clear behavior guidelines can reduce
incidents and lower insurance costs.



Tips for Schools Implementing Therapy Dog Programs

Beyond insurance, schools can take several steps to create a safe and effective environment for
therapy dogs.

e Develop Clear Policies: Establish written policies about therapy dog visits, including health
requirements, behavior standards, and supervision.

e Train Staff and Students: Educate the school community on interacting with therapy dogs
respectfully and safely.

e Maintain Health Records: Ensure therapy dogs have up-to-date vaccinations and health
checks to prevent disease transmission.

e Communicate with Parents: Inform parents about therapy dog programs and obtain
necessary permissions.

¢ Coordinate With Handlers: Maintain open communication with dog handlers to address
concerns and schedule visits effectively.

Real-Life Examples and Growing Trends

Many schools report positive outcomes after introducing therapy dogs, citing reduced anxiety during
exams, improved student engagement, and enhanced emotional support for children facing
challenges. However, some programs faced hurdles related to insurance claims or
misunderstandings about liability, underscoring the importance of proper coverage.

As awareness grows, insurance providers are developing tailored products for therapy dog programs
in educational settings. This evolution helps schools confidently expand these initiatives, knowing
they are protected.

Insurance for therapy dogs in schools may not be the first thing educators think about when
considering canine-assisted support, but it is a foundational element that ensures the program’s
longevity and safety. With thoughtful planning, appropriate coverage, and clear guidelines, therapy
dogs can continue to bring comfort, joy, and healing to countless students.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is insurance for therapy dogs in schools?

Insurance for therapy dogs in schools is a specialized policy that provides coverage for incidents
involving therapy dogs used in educational settings, protecting schools, handlers, and the animals
from liability and related risks.

Why do schools need insurance for therapy dogs?

Schools need insurance for therapy dogs to protect themselves from potential legal claims related to
injuries, property damage, or other incidents involving the therapy dog while on school premises.

What types of coverage are included in therapy dog insurance
for schools?

Coverage typically includes general liability, animal bailee coverage, veterinary expense coverage,
and sometimes professional liability for the handlers.

Are therapy dogs in schools required by law to have
insurance?

While there is no universal law requiring insurance for therapy dogs in schools, many school
districts mandate it as part of their risk management policies to ensure safety and liability
protection.

How much does insurance for therapy dogs in schools typically
cost?

The cost varies based on coverage limits, number of dogs, and location, but generally ranges from
$200 to $600 annually per dog.

Can individual handlers obtain insurance for therapy dogs
used in schools?

Yes, individual handlers can purchase liability insurance policies specifically designed for therapy
dogs, which can also cover their activities within schools.

Does insurance for therapy dogs in schools cover dog bites or
injuries?

Yes, most therapy dog insurance policies include coverage for dog bites or injuries caused by the
therapy dog, protecting the school and handler from related liability claims.

How do schools verify that a therapy dog is insured?

Schools typically require proof of insurance certificates from the handler or organization providing
the therapy dog before allowing the dog on campus.



Are therapy dogs in schools covered under general school
insurance policies?

Not always; general school insurance policies may exclude coverage for animals, so specialized
therapy dog insurance is often necessary to ensure adequate protection.

What should schools consider when choosing insurance for
therapy dogs?

Schools should consider coverage limits, types of coverage, claims process, exclusions related to
animals, the reputation of the insurer, and cost when selecting insurance for therapy dogs.

Additional Resources

Insurance for Therapy Dogs in Schools: Navigating Coverage for Educational Support Animals

Insurance for therapy dogs in schools has become an increasingly important topic as educational
institutions integrate these animals to support student well-being and learning environments.
Therapy dogs offer emotional and psychological benefits for students, particularly those dealing with
anxiety, trauma, or special needs. However, with their growing presence in schools, questions
around liability, coverage options, and risk management have surfaced, making comprehensive
insurance solutions critical. Understanding the nuances of insurance policies for therapy animals in
educational settings is essential for school administrators, counselors, and handlers alike.

The Rising Role of Therapy Dogs in Educational
Settings

Therapy dogs are specially trained to provide comfort and support in a variety of settings, including
schools. Their presence can improve students’ emotional resilience, reduce stress, and foster a more
inclusive atmosphere for children facing challenges such as autism spectrum disorders or PTSD. The
increasing adoption of therapy dogs in classrooms and school facilities reflects a broader recognition
of mental health needs in education.

However, the integration of therapy dogs is not without its complexities. Schools must consider not
only the benefits but also the responsibilities involved in hosting animals on premises. These include
potential allergic reactions, behavioral incidents, or accidental injuries, which bring insurance
concerns to the forefront.

Why Insurance is Crucial for Therapy Dogs in Schools

When a therapy dog interacts with students and staff, the risk of accidents, such as bites or slips,
cannot be entirely eliminated. Insurance for therapy dogs in schools serves as a protective
mechanism, shielding both the institution and the dog handler from financial liabilities that might
arise from unforeseen incidents.



Moreover, insurance policies help manage risks related to:

e Property damage caused inadvertently by the dog
e Medical expenses for injuries sustained by students or staff
e Legal fees in the event of claims or lawsuits

e Loss or injury to the therapy dog itself

Without appropriate coverage, schools may face costly legal disputes or compensation claims,
potentially jeopardizing their ability to continue offering therapy dog programs.

Types of Insurance Coverage Available for Therapy
Dogs in Schools

Navigating the insurance landscape for therapy dogs requires understanding the specific types of
policies that can offer comprehensive protection. Several insurance options are commonly
considered:

1. General Liability Insurance

This is often the baseline coverage for schools, protecting against bodily injury and property damage
claims. General liability typically covers incidents involving therapy dogs, such as a student being
bitten or tripping over the animal. However, it’s crucial to verify whether therapy animals are
explicitly included under the policy’s terms, as some insurers exclude animals or require specific
endorsements.

2. Professional Liability Insurance

Also known as Errors and Omissions insurance, this covers claims arising from the handler’s
professional conduct or negligence. For therapy dog handlers who are licensed therapists or
counselors, professional liability insurance can supplement general liability by covering counseling-
related claims.

3. Animal-Specific Liability Insurance

Certain insurers specialize in coverage tailored for therapy animals, including dogs. These policies
address unique risks associated with animal-assisted interventions and may include coverage for the
dog’s health, theft, or loss, alongside liability protection.



4. Workers’ Compensation

If the therapy dog handler is an employee of the school, workers’ compensation insurance may be
necessary to cover injuries suffered while on duty, including incidents involving therapy dog
activities.

Challenges in Insuring Therapy Dogs within School
Environments

While insurance products exist, securing appropriate coverage can present challenges:
¢ Policy Exclusions: Some liability policies exclude coverage for animals or specifically therapy
dogs, requiring additional endorsements or separate policies.

¢ Risk Assessment: Insurers may require detailed information about the dog’s training,
temperament, and handler qualifications, influencing premium costs and eligibility.

e Jurisdictional Variations: Insurance regulations and requirements vary by state or district,
complicating standardized coverage across school systems.

¢ Cost Considerations: Budget constraints within public schools may limit the ability to

purchase comprehensive insurance, prompting reliance on waivers or risk management
protocols instead.

Best Practices for Schools Implementing Therapy Dog
Programs

To mitigate risks and optimize insurance coverage, schools should adopt a strategic approach:
1. Vet Insurance Policies Thoroughly: Ensure that general liability or specialized animal
liability policies explicitly cover therapy dog activities.

2. Document Training and Certification: Maintain records of the therapy dog’s training,
health clearances, and handler certifications to satisfy insurer requirements.

3. Develop Clear Protocols: Establish guidelines for animal behavior, student interaction, and
incident reporting to minimize risks.

4. Engage Legal Counsel: Consult with legal experts to understand liability implications and
craft indemnity agreements when appropriate.



5. Educate Staff and Students: Provide awareness sessions on interacting safely with therapy
dogs to reduce potential incidents.

Comparing Insurance Providers for Therapy Dogs in
Educational Settings

Selecting the right insurer involves comparing coverage options, premiums, and customer service
responsiveness. Some providers specialize in animal-assisted therapy insurance, offering tailored
packages for therapy dog handlers and institutions. Features to look for include:

e Coverage limits adequate to protect against costly claims
e Inclusion of both liability and animal health coverage
e Flexibility for part-time or volunteer handlers

e Claims handling efficiency and insurer reputation

In contrast, general commercial insurance carriers may offer broader policies but might lack the
nuance needed for therapy dog-specific risks. Schools often benefit from brokers who understand
the niche market of therapy animal insurance to identify the best fit.

The Role of Handler and School Collaboration

Insurance coverage effectiveness also depends on the collaboration between the handler and the
school administration. Handlers must comply with training standards and maintain insurance
documentation, while schools should facilitate risk management and compliance checks. This
partnership strengthens the program’s credibility with insurers and reduces the likelihood of claims.

Future Trends and Considerations

As therapy dogs continue to gain prominence in schools, insurance products are evolving to meet
emerging needs. There is growing interest in incorporating technology, such as wearable devices for
dogs to monitor health and behavior, potentially lowering insurance risks and premiums.
Additionally, increased advocacy for mental health in schools may drive funding toward
comprehensive therapy dog programs, including insurance coverage.

Furthermore, legal frameworks around service and therapy animals are expanding, influencing
insurance requirements. Schools must stay informed about legislative changes to ensure compliance
and coverage adequacy.



The intersection of therapy dogs and education presents a promising frontier for enhancing student
support services. However, it necessitates a careful balancing act between maximizing benefits and
managing risks through appropriate insurance solutions. Addressing these challenges proactively
helps schools maintain safe, supportive environments where therapy dogs can thrive alongside the
students they assist.
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