
 

 

Professional Pedagogics/1(32)'2026 85 

UDC 37.013.42:[636.088]:159.9 

 

ISSN: 2707-3092 (Online) 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.32835/2707-3092.2026.32.85-98  
 

Professional Pedagogics/1(32)'2026, рр. 85-98 

 

 

To cite this article: Jędrzejak, L. (2026). Animal-Assisted Interventions as a Relational Learning 

Environment in Professional Education: The RPI-AAI Model. Professional 

Pedagogics, 1(32), 85-98. https://doi.org/10.32835/2707-3092.2026.32.85-98 

ANIMAL-ASSISTED INTERVENTIONS AS A 

RELATIONAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT IN 

PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION: THE RPI-AAI MODEL 
 

Lena Jędrzejak 

 social rehabilitation educator, doctoral student at the Doctoral School of the Mazovian Academy, and faculty 

member at Paweł Włodkowic University College in Płock https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8997-8798,  

е-mail: lena.jendrzejak@gmail.com  

Abstract 

Relevance. Contemporary education systems in helping professions are subject to intensive technicization and 

standardization, which can lead to the depersonalization of the helping relationship, a decline in clinical empathy, and an 

increased risk of burnout. This article presents the original RPI-AAI (Relational–Identity Model of Professional Formation 

in Animal-Assisted Interventions) model, a heuristic pedagogical framework that views animal-assisted interventions as an 

experiential relational learning environment in medical, veterinary, and pedagogical education. 

The study is theoretical and conceptual and is based on a narrative review of literature integrating findings from the 

neurobiology of affect regulation, attachment theory, and creative social rehabilitation pedagogy.  

Purpose. The aim of this article is to develop a theoretical model explaining the role of relational experiences in 

animal-assisted intervention environments in the process of forming empathy and professional identity in helping 

professions. The study is conceptual in nature and aims to integrate scattered research findings into a coherent interpretative 

structure. To this end, the Relational-Identity Model of Professional Education in Animal-Assisted Intervention 

Environments (RPI-AAI) is presented, which views animal-assisted interventions as a relational learning environment in 

which emotional regulation, relational experience, and the formation of professional identity create an interrelated 

developmental process. The main research question can be formulated as follows: How can relational experiences in the 

AAI environment support the development of empathy skills and the formation of relational professional identity in helping 

professions?  

Methodology. The structure of the article is subordinated to the achievement of this goal. The second part presents 

the author's Relational-Identity Model of Professional Formation in Animal-Assisted Interventions (RPI-AAI) (Relational–

Identity Model of Professional Formation in Animal-Assisted Interventions (RPI-AAI)), which integrates the findings of 

attachment theory, the concept of affect regulation, and the pedagogy of creative rehabilitation. This proposal is heuristic 

in nature and provides an interpretative framework requiring further empirical verification, organizing the process of 

competence development into three interdependent dimensions: regulatory, relational, and identity. Next, the implications 

of the model for medical and veterinary education are discussed, with particular emphasis on the problem of 

depersonalization of clinical relationships and the risk of burnout. The next part of the article presents the methodological 

assumptions of the study, while the conclusion formulates conclusions and directions for further empirical research. The 

structure of the article leads from the diagnosis of the educational problem, through the construction of a theoretical model, 

to an indication of its significance for professional education practice. 

Results. The process of forming a professional identity is presented on three interdependent levels: regulatory ("I 

in relation"), related to the stabilization of emotional arousal; relational ("The other as a subject"), in which the animal acts 

as an "emotional mirror," developing sensitivity to nonverbal signals and the boundaries of subjectivity; and identity ("Me 

https://doi.org/10.32835/2707-3092.2026.32.85-98
https://doi.org/10.32835/2707-3092.2026.32.85-98
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8997-8798
mailto:lena.jendrzejak@gmail.com
https://ivet.edu.ua/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 

 

Professional Pedagogics/1(32)'2026 86 

as a professional"), where corrective experience and relational agency support the development of an attitude of 

responsibility for the well-being of another being. The research results cited in the article indicate that participation in 

animal-assisted interventions (AAI) can promote the development of self-regulatory competencies and learning strategies, 

especially among individuals experiencing high levels of stress.  

The conclusions suggest that the RPI-AAI model can be a useful tool in professional education, supporting the 

development of empathy and the building of an integrated professional identity that is resistant to burnout. 
 

Keywords: animal-assisted interventions, clinical empathy, professional identity, affect regulation, human–

animal interaction, RPI-AAI model 

 

Introduction. Challenges of contemporary 

education in the helping professions. Contemporary 

vocational education systems in the field of helping 

professions such as pedagogy, medicine, veterinary 

medicine, and social work are subject to intensive 

processes of specialization, technologization, and 

standardization of operating procedures. On the one 

hand, this contributes to improving the quality of 

diagnosis, treatment, and educational interventions, 

but on the other hand, it leads to a gradual reduction in 

the relational dimension of professional practice. In 

such conditions, relationships with other people or 

animals are often subordinated to the implementation 

of diagnostic and therapeutic procedures and the 

evaluation of measurable effects. Research on medical 

education indicates that as education progresses, there 

may be a gradual decline in students' empathy, which 

is interpreted as an effect of procedural pressure and 

cognitive load (Neumann et al., 2011). 

The literature on the subject increasingly 

points out that this process can lead to the 

depersonalization of the helping relationship, a 

weakening of empathic sensitivity, and an increased 

risk of burnout early in one's career. These phenomena 

are particularly evident in medical and veterinary 

education, where a high level of responsibility, time 

pressure, and confrontation with suffering foster the 

development of defensive attitudes based on emotional 

distance. In the case of veterinary professions, the 

literature points to high rates of stress and burnout, 

which is associated, among other things, with the 

tension between clinical responsibility and the 

expectations of animal owners (McArthur et al., 2017). 

Although this distance can be adaptive from a 

professional perspective, its excessive perpetuation 

can lead to a weakening of the quality of the 

therapeutic or caring relationship. 

From the perspective of vocational education, 

this means that the balance between teaching technical 

skills and developing interpersonal skills needs to be 

reconsidered. In the helping professions, it is precisely 

the ability to maintain an attentive, emotionally 

regulated presence in a relationship with another 

person or animal that is one of the key conditions for 

the responsible performance of a professional role. 

Thus, the development of empathy, self-regulation, 

and ethical reflection should be treated not as a side 

effect of education, but as an integral component of it. 

Empathy as a core professional competency. 

Empathy in the context of helping professions cannot 

be understood solely as a personality trait or 

spontaneous emotional sensitivity. It is increasingly 

understood as a complex construct involving the 

interaction of affective and cognitive processes (Davis, 

1983, pp. 113-114; Decety & Jackson, 2004, pp. 71-

72), which in professional practice also takes on an 

ethical dimension (Hojat et al., 2001). Empathy 

understood in this way is dynamic and developmental 

in nature, and its formation requires educational 

environments that foster relational experience, not just 

the transfer of declarative knowledge. 

One of the challenges of teaching empathy is 

that it does not fully lend itself to teaching procedures 

based solely on instruction or simulation. Although 

communication training and clinical simulations play 

an important role in professional education, they do 

not always lead to a lasting change in relational 

attitudes. The development of empathy requires 

situations in which the individual experiences 

responsibility for the well-being of another being and 

confronts their own emotional reactions in a safe 

relational context. Such development of relational 

competence occurs in the context of a secure 

relationship that allows for exploration, as emphasized 

by attachment theory (Bowlby, 1988, pp. 163-164). 

From this point of view, forms of education 

that combine emotional, cognitive, and ethical 

components in a single experience are of particular 

importance. The search for educational environments 

capable of integrating these dimensions is one of the 

key challenges of contemporary professional 

pedagogy. 



 

 

Professional Pedagogics/1(32)'2026 87 

Animal-assisted interventions from a 

pedagogical perspective. Animal-assisted 

interventions (AAI) have so far been most often 

analyzed in the context of therapy, rehabilitation, or 

psychosocial development support. This article uses 

the term "animal-assisted interventions" (AAI), which 

is used in international literature as an umbrella term 

covering, among other things, therapy, education, and 

support activities involving animals (IAHAIO, 2018). 

Research indicates that human contact with 

animals can promote emotion regulation by lowering 

cortisol levels and increasing oxytocin, which is 

associated with a sense of relational security (Beetz et 

al., 2012; Pendry & Vandagriff, 2019). From a 

pedagogical perspective, however, it is important to be 

able to interpret such experiences as a relational 

learning environment.  

The relationship with an animal engages the 

participant in both an emotional and ethical way, 

because in AAI interventions, the animal's welfare is a 

prerequisite, and its biological and psychological 

needs must be taken into account in the organization 

of activities (IAHAIO, 2021a, p. 2; IAHAIO, 2021b, 

p. 3). It also requires recognizing nonverbal signals 

and adjusting one's own behavior, which includes 

responding to signs of stress and using knowledge 

about animal behavior and body language in stressful 

situations (IAHAIO, 2021a, p. 5; IAHAIO, 2021b, p. 

4). Thus, it creates conditions conducive to the 

development of competencies that are important for 

the practice of helping professions, but difficult to 

teach using traditional teaching methods alone (Gee et 

al., 2017). 

Despite the growing interest in AAI, 

confirmed in systematic reviews of human-animal 

interactions (Purewal et al., 2017), attempts to interpret 

these interventions in terms of professional identity 

formation are relatively rare in the literature. Existing 

approaches are mostly therapeutic or developmental in 

nature, while the integration of perspectives from 

pedagogy, relational psychology, and vocational 

education remains limited. This points to the need for 

further studies integrating existing findings and 

providing them with a more coherent interpretative 

framework. 

Sources. The selection of literature was 

purposeful and problem-oriented. Publications in the 

field of pedagogy (sociotherapy, social rehabilitation, 

work pedagogy), research on animal-assisted 

interventions (AAI), attachment theory and emotion 

regulation, as well as studies on medical and veterinary 

education were taken into account. The analyzed 

material included scientific monographs, review and 

empirical articles, as well as documents and guidelines 

from international organizations (e.g., IAHAIO) and 

methodological and conceptual studies. 

The time frame for the selection of literature 

covered primarily the years 2000–2025, with the 

exception of classic theoretical works (e.g., Bowlby, 

Winnicott, Czapów), which were used as a conceptual 

foundation. The literature search was conducted in 

databases such as Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and 

institutional repositories and digital libraries. 

Purpose. After presenting the theoretical 

model and its implications for professional education, 

it is reasonable to present the methodology of the study 

that led to its construction. This article is theoretical 

and conceptual in nature and falls within the trend of 

qualitative research based on the analysis and 

synthesis of the literature on the subject. The aim of the 

study is not to empirically verify the effectiveness of 

interventions involving animals, but to construct a 

theoretical model that organizes and interprets existing 

research findings in a new perspective of professional 

pedagogy and creative rehabilitation. 

The research strategy adopted corresponds to 

the approach characteristic of theoretical pedagogy 

and social sciences, in which knowledge development 

takes place both through empirical research and 

through the construction of conceptual models and 

interpretative frameworks. 

Methodology. Research procedure. The study 

was prepared on the basis of a narrative review of the 

literature, the aim of which was to: identify key 

concepts and mechanisms described in the literature 

on: creative rehabilitation pedagogy, sociotherapy, 

animal-assisted intervention (AAI), and vocational 

training in the helping professions; analyzing ways of 

conceptualizing empathy, relationality, and 

professional identity in various disciplines; a synthetic 

overview of these findings in the form of the author's 

theoretical model RPI-AAI.  The narrative nature of 

the review was justified by the complexity and 

interdisciplinary nature of the problem analyzed and 

the fact that the aim was not to evaluate the effects of 

the intervention in a statistical sense, but to reconstruct 

and integrate the meanings given to human-animal 

relationships in educational, therapeutic, and 

professional contexts. 

Analysis and synthesis strategy. The analysis 

of the material was hermeneutic and analytical in 

nature and proceeded in several stages. First, recurring 

conceptual categories present in the analyzed literature 

were identified, such as empathy, emotion regulation, 

corrective experience, and professional identity. Next, 

the ways in which they were conceptualized in various 



 

 

Professional Pedagogics/1(32)'2026 88 

disciplines, including pedagogy, psychology, AAI 

research, and medical education, were compared. The 

next stage was the reconstruction of common 

relational mechanisms described in these areas, which 

enabled their integration into a coherent theoretical 

structure. The analysis was model-building in nature, 

consisting of the integration of conceptual categories 

and mechanisms emerging from the literature into a 

coherent interpretative framework. The result of this 

process was the construction of a three-level RPI-AAI 

model, comprising regulatory, relational, and identity 

levels. This model serves as an interpretative 

framework for analyzing animal-assisted interventions 

as an environment for professional competence 

formation, rather than solely as a therapeutic 

technique. 

Status of the model and its limitations. The 

author is aware that the proposed model is theoretical 

and heuristic in nature. Its purpose is not to replace 

empirical research, but to: to organize existing 

knowledge; to identify relationships between 

previously scattered findings; formulate hypotheses 

that can be further verified empirically.  The limitation 

of the study is the lack of direct empirical validation of 

the model, which is also the direction for further 

research. In the future, the RPI-AAI model may be 

used as a basis for designing quantitative and 

qualitative research, including pilot studies in the field 

of vocational training, medical and veterinary 

education. 

Methodological significance of the study. 

From a methodological point of view, the article is part 

of a trend in theoretical research in which the 

construction of conceptual models is an important 

stage in the development of the discipline and a 

starting point for further empirical research. The 

proposed RPI-AAI model can serve as a conceptual 

tool to support the design of education programs, the 

analysis of educational practices, and the interpretation 

of the results of future empirical research. In this sense, 

the study is open-ended and provides a starting point 

for further research and critical reflection on the role of 

relational interspecies experiences in professional 

pedagogy. 

Results and Discussion. Relational-identity 

model of professional education in the AAI 

environment. 

Theoretical foundations of the RPI-AAI model. 

Contemporary education in the helping professions 

increasingly reveals a tension between the 

development of technical competencies and the 

formation of relational competencies. While study 

programs in areas such as pedagogy, medicine, and 

veterinary medicine focus on imparting specialist 

knowledge and improving operating procedures, the 

development of empathic, self-regulatory, and ethical 

abilities often remains an informal process, dependent 

on the individual experiences of the student. 

Meanwhile, in professions based on relationships with 

other people or living beings, these competencies are a 

prerequisite for the responsible performance of one's 

professional role. The medical education literature 

indicates that deficits in empathy and emotional 

regulation may already appear at the stage of education 

and become more pronounced in the course of 

professionalization (Neumann et al., 2011). 

The proposed Relational-Identity Model of 

Professional Education in Animal-Assisted 

Intervention (RPI-AAI) assumes that lasting relational 

competencies do not arise from the mere transfer of 

knowledge, but are shaped through relational 

experiences involving emotions, responsibility, and 

agency (Bowlby, 1988, pp. 163–164). Attachment 

theory points to the importance of a secure relationship 

as a condition for exploration and learning (Bowlby, 

1988). From a pedagogical perspective, this 

mechanism can be interpreted as a condition enabling 

corrective experiences described in the concept of 

creative resocialization, in which identity change takes 

place through action in relationships and the discovery 

of an individual's potential (Konopczyński, 2010). 

From this perspective, the interspecies relationship can 

be interpreted as an environment in which the 

regulatory processes described in attachment theory 

become the starting point for experiences leading to 

the formation of professional identity.In response to 

the tensions described above between the technical and 

relational dimensions of training in the helping 

professions, the Relational-Identity Model of 

Professional Training in Animal-Assisted 

Intervention (RPI-AAI) has been proposed. This 

model is based on the theoretical premises presented 

earlier. It is an original theoretical proposal integrating 

the findings of attachment theory, research on affect 

regulation, and the concept of creative social 

rehabilitation. In this approach, human-animal 

interaction can provide a unique context for relational 

experience. Contact with an animal simultaneously 

triggers processes of emotional regulation, learning 

responsibility towards another being, and reflection on 

one's own actions. Neurobiological research indicates 

that human-animal interactions are associated with a 

decrease in cortisol levels and an increase in oxytocin, 

which promotes a sense of security and relational 

openness (Beetz et al., 2012; Pendry & Vandagriff, 

2019). These mechanisms fit into the broader 
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perspective of affect regulation, which assumes that 

the ability to self-regulate develops in a relational 

context (Schore, 2000). Contemporary analyses of 

attachment theory also indicate that the quality of 

relational experiences plays an important role in 

shaping the biological and psychological mechanisms 

of stress regulation throughout life (Cassidy et al., 

2013). From a pedagogical perspective, however, it is 

not the reduction of tension itself that is key, but the 

possibility of translating this experience into the 

development of professional competencies. 

In the proposed approach, interventions 

involving animals are treated as a relational learning 

environment that supports the formation of 

professional competencies in helping professions. This 

means a shift in interpretation, treating AAI not only 

as a therapeutic practice, but also as a context for 

relational experiences that foster the development of 

empathy, self-regulation, and ethical responsibility. In 

this approach, the model organizes the process of 

competence formation into three interdependent 

dimensions: regulatory, relational, and identity. 

In this article, the RPI-AAI model is defined 

as a pedagogical framework describing the process of 

professional competence formation through relational 

experience, in which affect regulation, recognition of 

the subjectivity of another being, and the formation of 

professional identity create an interrelated structure of 

professional competence development. 

Three-level structure of the model: regulation, 

relationship, and identity. In the presented concept, the 

formation of professional competencies is a spiral 

process in which emotional regulation, the relationship 

with another subject, and the formation of identity are 

mutually dependent and reinforce each other. The first 

level, regulation ("I in relation"), is the 

neuropsychological and emotional foundation of the 

entire formation process. The key mechanism here is 

the student's neuropsychological stabilization, which 

occurs under the influence of contact with a non-

judgmental being. As research shows, interaction with 

an animal leads to a decrease in cortisol levels and an 

increase in oxytocin, which helps reduce the load on 

the HPA axis in situations of stress and anxiety. From 

the perspective of attachment theory, an animal can 

serve as a "secure base," enabling the student to 

transition from a reactive to a reflective state. At this 

stage, the future professional learns to recognize their 

own arousal and inhibit impulses, which Schore (2000, 

p. 23) describes as the development of the orbitofrontal 

affect regulation system. This is a prerequisite for 

professional responsibility, allowing for an adequate 

response in difficult clinical or pedagogical situations. 

In the next stage of the process, the second 

level, relational ("The Other as a subject"), focuses on 

recognizing the separateness and subjectivity of 

another being. Thanks to its ability to quickly read 

human nonverbal signals and muscle tension, an 

animal can act as a kind of "emotional mirror." This 

requires the participant to carefully monitor their own 

body language and respect the boundaries of the other 

being. In teaching practice, this process can be 

supported, among other things, by the so-called 

Canine Consent Test, which enables the recognition of 

assent and dissent signals. This mechanism can be 

interpreted in the light of the process described by 

Winnicott (1971/2011) of moving from the 

instrumental treatment of an object to the recognition 

of its reality and autonomy. According to Decety and 

Jackson (2004, p. 74), this involves the integration of 

affective empathy with cognitive understanding of the 

Other's perspective, which is one of the key 

mechanisms of professional empathy. For a medical or 

veterinary student, this can be a moment of significant 

change in perspective: the patient is no longer reduced 

to a "clinical case" or an object of procedure, but 

begins to be seen as a subject of a relationship 

requiring attentive and responsible care. The ability of 

animals to respond to human emotional and nonverbal 

cues has been widely described in studies on human-

animal interactions (cf. Beetz et al., 2012). 

 

 

 

Table 1. 

Exercise in affect regulation and relational learning with the participation of an animal 

Box 1. The animal as an "emotional mirror" in the process of affect regulation and relational 

learning 

Practical 

example: 

 

Purpose of the exercise: To develop emotional self-awareness and self-regulation skills 

through the experience of interactive affect regulation in relation to an animal. 

 

Description of the procedure: At the intersection of the regulatory and relational levels of 
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Box 1. The animal as an "emotional mirror" in the process of affect regulation and relational 

learning 

the RPI-AAI model, the educator or student invites the dog to participate in a joint activity 

(e.g., stepping onto a mat) using only nonverbal signals. The key element is the use of the 

dog as an "emotional mirror." The animal reacts to changes in muscle tension and nonverbal 

signals from the human, reflecting their emotional state. 

 

In the case of tension or agitation: the dog sends distancing signals, such as yawning, 

looking away, or licking its lips (dissent), indicating a lack of security in the relationship.  

In the case of calmness and consistency of signals: the dog shows a relaxed attitude and 

cooperates, which can be interpreted as the effect of interactive affect regulation – the animal 

tuning in to the reduced tension and calm breathing rhythm of the human. 

 

Educational and identity-building effect: for the social rehabilitation educator, this 

exercise is training in relational empathy, enabling a transition from pressure-based control 

methods to building authority based on emotional stability. The moment when the dog 

voluntarily "responds" to the participant's calmness can become a corrective experience 

that strengthens the sense of agency and responsibility in the relationship. 

 

Source: own work based on literature on affect regulation, attachment theory, and human-animal 

interaction (Bowlby, 1988; Schore, 2000; Beetz et al., 2012; IAHAIO, 2021a). 

 

The relational experiences described at this 

level create the conditions for the next stage of the 

formative process. The highest level, identity ("Me 

as a professional"), refers directly to the assumptions 

of Marek Konopczyński's (2010) pedagogy of 

creative rehabilitation. The key mechanism of 

change here is corrective experience, understood as 

the opportunity to experience relationships in a new, 

safe, and effective way, which allows students to 

permanently reconstruct their professional self-

image (Konopczyński, 2010). Success in building 

interspecies bonds and the experience of relational 

agency in the AAI environment become the 

foundation of a new identity, in which an attitude 

described in the literature as YAYABA (You Are 

Your Animal's Best Advocate) is formed – 

understood as a willingness to act as an advocate for 

the good of the patient or animal, even in situations 

of procedural pressure (Townsend & Gee, 2021). 

Such an identity, based on integrated clinical 

empathy and relational care for life, is a strong factor 

protecting against professional cynicism and 

premature burnout (Hernández-Esteve et al., 2024; 

McArthur et al., 2017). In this view, professional 

identity ceases to be merely a learned technical role 

and becomes a lasting ethical attitude in which 

professional competence is inextricably linked to 

attentiveness to the condition of the other. 

 

Table 2.  

Areas of professional competence formed in the RPI-AAI model 

Area of competence AAI mechanism (learning 

environment) 

Educational and identity effect 

Regulatory competencies ("Me in 

a relationship") 

Neuropsychological stabilization 

resulting from contact with a non-

judgmental animal; reduction in 

cortisol levels and increase in 

oxytocin supporting stress 

regulation (Beetz et al., 2012; 

Pendry & Vandagriff, 2019). 

Development of emotional self-

awareness and the ability to inhibit 

impulses and respond appropriately 

in stressful situations (Schore & 

Schore, 2007). 

Relational competencies ("The 

other as a subject") 

The animal as an "emotional 

mirror" responding to the affective 

state of the human; the need to read 

nonverbal signals, respect 

Development of situational 

empathy, sensitivity to nonverbal 

signals, and responsibility for the 

well-being of the other party in the 
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Area of competence AAI mechanism (learning 

environment) 

Educational and identity effect 

boundaries, and consider the well-

being of the other being (IAHAIO, 

2021a; Townsend & Gee, 2021). 

relationship (Davis, 1983; Decety 

& Jackson, 2004). 

Identity competencies ("Me as a 

professional") 

Corrective experience resulting 

from building interspecies 

relationships and experiencing 

relational agency (Konopczyński, 

2010). 

Forming an integrated professional 

identity based on empathy, 

responsibility, and ethical 

reflection; a factor protecting 

against cynicism and burnout 

(McArthur et al., 2017; Hernández-

Esteve et al., 2024). 

 

Source: own study based on literature on affect regulation, empathy, and creative rehabilitation 

pedagogy (Beetz et al., 2012; Pendry and Vandagriff, 2019; Schore, 2000; Decety and Jackson, 2004; 

Konopczyński, 2010; IAHAIO, 2021a, 2021b). 

 

The RPI-AAI model treats animal-assisted 

interventions as a relational learning environment in 

which affect regulation, relational experience, and 

ethical reflection jointly lead to the formation of the 

professional identity of helping professionals. 

Empathy as a multidimensional construct in 

the RPI-AAI model. The central category of the RPI-

AAI model is empathy, understood not as a 

homogeneous personality trait, but as a dynamic and 

multidimensional competence integrating the 

affective, cognitive, and ethical spheres. This approach 

is based on the classic works of Davis (1983, p. 1), who 

defined empathy as an individual's response to the 

observed experiences of another person, 

distinguishing within it such components as 

perspective taking and empathic concern. In the RPI-

AAI model, these dimensions are integrated and 

embedded in the specific relational environment of 

animal-assisted interventions, allowing them to 

develop through action rather than theoretical 

instruction alone. 

The first dimension, affective, refers to the 

biological ability to empathize and share emotional 

states with another being. According to Decety and 

Jackson (2004, p. 74), it is based on the mechanism of 

shared representations and the automatic coupling of 

perception with action. In the AAI environment, 

physical closeness to the animal and interactive 

regulation of affect allow for the activation of authentic 

emotional resonance, which is a prerequisite for any 

helping relationship. 

The second dimension, cognitive, focuses on 

the ability to intellectually understand the perspective 

and internal states of another entity without losing 

one's own identity. In the training of professionals, this 

is a key stage, requiring the student to consciously 

monitor the nonverbal signals sent by the animal. As 

Hojat (2007) points out, in a clinical context, it is the 

cognitive component—defined as the ability to 

understand the patient's situation and communicate 

that understanding—that is most desirable, as it allows 

for maintaining professionalism while building a 

relationship based on trust. Research indicates that 

deficits in this area may already appear at the stage of 

medical education, which makes training in the AAI 

environment a particularly valuable supplement to 

teaching. 

The third dimension, ethics, is what makes the 

RPI-AAI model unique and is directly related to the 

willingness to act responsibly for the good of another 

being. In an environment of interspecies interaction, 

students learn that empathy must lead to specific 

behaviors that protect the welfare of the weaker party 

in the relationship. According to the IAHAIO (2021a, 

p. 2), monitoring welfare is an ethical imperative of 

any intervention. Properly reading a dog's stress 

signals is crucial, as it has been shown that the stress 

levels of animals participating in interventions can be 

modulated by factors such as the novelty of the 

environment, the frequency of sessions, or the 

experience of the therapy dog (Glenk, 2017). Research 

also indicates that a handler's subjective assessment of 

a dog's stress level may correlate significantly with 

physiological indicators of stress, such as the level of 

cortisol in the animal's saliva (Clark et al., 2020). By 

adopting the YAYABA attitude, understood as a 

willingness to act as an advocate for the well-being of 

the patient or animal, becomes a responsible 

participant in the therapeutic relationship. Thus, 

clinical empathy is understood as a competence 
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embodied in action, in which relational care and a 

sense of responsibility become the foundation of a new 

professional identity that protects against burnout and 

depersonalization. In this sense, the AAI environment 

can be treated as a context conducive to the 

development of empathy through relational 

experience, although the scope and durability of these 

changes require further empirical verification. In this 

approach, the RPI-AAI model contributes three 

elements of theoretical innovation to research on 

animal-assisted interventions: the interpretation of 

AAI as a relational learning environment, a three-level 

structure of the formative process comprising 

regulation, relationship, and identity; and the 

integration of the affective, cognitive, and ethical 

dimensions of empathy into a single model of 

professional pedagogy. 

Pedagogical implications of the RPI-AAI 

model. The interpretation of AAI as a relational 

learning environment has important consequences for 

the design of professional education. First, it points to 

the need to include experiential forms of education that 

develop self-regulation and reflectiveness, rather than 

just procedural knowledge. Second, it emphasizes the 

importance of the ethical dimension of relationships 

with other people and animals as a constituent element 

of professional identity. Thirdly, it opens up the 

possibility of using AAI as a tool to counteract 

depersonalization and professional burnout by 

strengthening the relational meaning of the work 

performed. The problem of burnout and emotional 

strain is particularly evident in medical and veterinary 

professions (McArthur et al., 2017; Hernández-Esteve 

et al., 2024). 

In this context, animal-assisted interventions 

cease to be a marginal therapeutic addition and 

become a potential component of professional 

pedagogy aimed at forming responsible, reflective, 

and empathetic representatives of the helping 

professions. 

Implications of the RPI-AAI model for 

medical and veterinary education 

The relational dimension of medical education 

and the potential of AAI. This article pays particular 

attention to the implications of the model for medical 

and veterinary education, as these areas have a 

relatively well-developed empirical literature on 

human-animal relationships and their importance in 

professional education.  

The literature on medical education 

increasingly emphasizes the tension between the 

growing specialization of clinical knowledge and the 

weakening of the relational dimension of professional 

practice. Studies conducted among medical students 

indicate that the level of empathy, especially in its 

affective dimension, may decrease during the course 

of education (Neumann et al., 2011; Andersen et al., 

2020). However, recent reviews of research indicate 

that high levels of affective empathy, associated with 

personal distress, may correlate with a higher risk of 

depression and burnout in medical students, while 

cognitive empathy has a protective function against 

these phenomena (Chen et al., 2024). The 

intensification of diagnostic procedures, pressure for 

systemic efficiency, and the technologization of 

healthcare contribute to the process of patient 

depersonalization, which sometimes reduces patients 

to carriers of symptoms or clinical cases. This 

phenomenon is also associated with an increased risk 

of burnout in the early stages of a career. 

From the perspective of professional 

pedagogy, this problem does not only concern 

communication skills, but also the deeper dimension 

of professional identity formation. Clinical empathy is 

not just a technique for talking to patients, but the 

ability to maintain an attentive, emotionally regulated 

relationship under conditions of responsibility. In this 

sense, empathy is an element of professional 

competence, not just a personality trait or 

communication style (Hojat et al., 2001). The 

development of relational competence therefore 

requires educational environments that enable 

experiential learning of responsibility for the well-

being of another being.  

The proposed model indicates that human-

animal interaction can create an environment 

conducive to the development of emotional regulation, 

sensitivity to nonverbal cues, and responsibility for the 

well-being of another being. 

The use of animal-assisted interventions in 

medical education can be interpreted as a form of 

experiential empathy training. Research on animal-

assisted interventions in academic settings indicates 

their potential to reduce stress and support emotional 

regulation in students, which is a prerequisite for 

learning empathy (Beetz et al., 2012; Pendry & 

Vandagriff, 2019). Unlike clinical simulations, which 

focus primarily on recreating diagnostic and 

communication procedures, the relationship with an 

animal engages the participant in an affective and 

responsible way. An animal that reacts to a student's 

tension, uncertainty, or excessive control forces the 

student to regulate their own emotional state and be 

attentive to subtle behavioral cues. 

This process corresponds to the regulatory and 

relational levels of the model described above. 
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Stabilization of emotional arousal promotes a shift 

from reactive to reflective modes of functioning 

(Schore, 2000). In their analysis of the program's 

effects, Pendry and colleagues identified three 

domains of student functioning: WILL (relating to 

motivation and attitudes towards learning), SELF-

REGULATION (relating to self-regulation skills in the 

learning process), and SKILL (covering cognitive 

strategies and information processing skills) (Pendry et 

al., 2020). 

In the WILL domain, students achieved 

significantly higher scores after interacting with dogs, 

regardless of whether the intervention included a 

substantive component or was based solely on contact 

with the animal. 

In the SELF-REGULATION domain, which 

concerns concentration and management of one's own 

learning, the most effective model was one that 

combined interaction with a dog with substantive 

training. This suggests that the presence of an animal 

has a facilitating function, enabling students to acquire 

self-regulatory strategies more effectively. 

Significant results were also noted in the 

SKILL domain, which covers information processing 

and testing strategies. In this area, the improvement in 

students participating only in interactions with dogs 

became apparent only a few weeks after the end of the 

program, which may indicate a more long-term nature 

of the changes. 

These results suggest that AAI does not only 

act as a short-term stress reducer, but can also support 

deeper regulatory and relational processes that 

promote the development of empathy. In this sense, 

contact with an animal can serve as a "secure base" in 

the sense of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1988), 

enabling the student to gradually integrate new 

relational competencies with their image of 

themselves as a future professional, which corresponds 

to the transition from the regulatory to the relational 

level in the RPI-AAI model. This process is consistent 

with descriptions of professional identity formation in 

medical education, in which the development of 

professionalism is understood as a transition from 

emotional regulation, through relational competencies, 

to the integration of these experiences into the structure 

of professional identity. 

 

Table 3. 

Consent Test as a Tool for Relational Formation in Medical and Veterinary Education 

Box 2 The consent test as a tool for relational formation in medical and veterinary education 

Practical 

example: 

 

Purpose of the exercise: To move from treating animals instrumentally as "objects of 

procedure" to recognizing their relational subjectivity by learning to read nonverbal signals. 

 

Description of the procedure: As part of the relational level of the RPI-AAI model, the 

student performs the so-called "Canine Consent Test." They approach the animal, 

maintaining a non-threatening, sideways body posture, and slowly extend their open hand at 

the height of the dog's chest. The student's task is to identify the animal's decision: 

 

Assent: The dog approaches, initiates physical contact, and displays a relaxed posture. 

Dissent: The dog remains motionless, looks away, or shows micro-signs of stress, such as 

licking its lips, yawning, or showing the whites of its eyes. 

 

Educational and identity-building effect: A key formative moment is when the dog shows 

dissent. The student must then withdraw, respecting the patient's autonomy. Following this 

procedure teaches the future doctor the YAYABA (You Are Your Animal's Best Advocate) 

attitude, i.e., being an advocate for the animal's welfare even when pressured to perform the 

procedure. 

 

This experience is a "corrective experience" that builds an integrated professional identity 

based on relational care, which in the long term protects against patient depersonalization 

and professional burnout. 

 

Source: own study based on the Canine Consent Test concept used in animal-assisted intervention 

practice (IAHAIO, 2021a; Townsend & Gee, 2021). 
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In the context of medical education, it is 

particularly important that this experience takes place 

outside of a situation of immediate threat to human 

life. This allows students to learn responsibility in 

conditions of reduced fear of error, which encourages 

deeper reflection on their own way of functioning in 

a helping relationship. 

The specificity of veterinary education and 

the formation of professional identity. The 

implications of the RPI-AAI model are particularly 

evident in the field of veterinary education, where the 

professional relationship is dual in nature: it involves 

both the animal as a patient and the human as its 

caregiver. Veterinary students must therefore develop 

clinical, communication, and ethical competencies 

simultaneously, with the tension between animal 

welfare and owner expectations being one of the key 

challenges of professional practice. 

Research indicates that veterinary professions 

are associated with a high level of emotional stress, 

and the risk of burnout in this group is particularly 

high (McArthur et al., 2017). The literature 

emphasizes the importance of relational competence 

and emotional self-awareness as protective factors in 

veterinary work (Hernández-Esteve et al., 2024). 

The AAI environment allows students to 

experience this relational complexity in advance. 

Working with an animal in an educational context 

requires not only the correct performance of tasks, but 

also the recognition of its emotional state, respect for 

boundaries, and decision-making that takes welfare 

into account. Thus, the student learns to perceive the 

animal not as an object of a procedure, but as a subject 

of a relationship requiring care and responsibility. 

Interactions with animals can serve as a 

corrective experience, allowing students to 

experience their own agency in caring for another 

being. This experience integrates the three levels of 

the formative process described in the model, leading 

to the gradual development of a professional identity 

based on empathy, mindfulness, and ethical 

reflection. An attitude shaped in this way can serve as 

a safeguard against the risk of burnout, strengthening 

the sense of meaning in work and responsibility for 

the patient's well-being. 

Directions for implementing the RPI-AAI 

model in educational programs. The inclusion of 

AAI-based experiences in medical and veterinary 

education requires designing them not as additional 

activities, but as components of a program that 

develops relational competencies. Possible directions 

for implementation include: modules for training 

self-regulation and mindfulness in contact with 

animals; clinical empathy workshops based on 

observation and interpretation of animal behavior; 

seminars on ethical reflection on welfare and 

professional responsibility; elements of supervision 

of relational experience in the course of practical 

training.  

A learning environment designed in this way 

can counteract the depersonalization of the treatment 

process and strengthen the integration of technical 

competencies with an attitude of ethical 

responsibility. 

Although particularly clear examples of the 

application of the RPI-AAI model can be seen in 

medical and veterinary education, its principles can 

also be useful in the training of social rehabilitation 

educators, addiction therapists, and other 

representatives of helping professions in which 

relational responsibility for the well-being of another 

being plays a key role. In this sense, the RPI-AAI 

model opens up the prospect of developing an 

interdisciplinary professional pedagogy combining 

medical, veterinary, and social rehabilitation 

education around the common category of relational 

care for life. 

Conclusions. Synthesis of theoretical 

findings. The theoretical analysis allows us to 

formulate several key conclusions regarding the role 

of animal-assisted interventions in professional 

pedagogy. First, the relational environment created 

through human-animal contact can be interpreted not 

only in terms of therapeutic impact, but also as a 

space for learning relational competencies that are 

key to helping professions. This perspective shifts the 

focus from the question of the effectiveness of 

interventions to the question of their formative 

significance in the process of shaping professional 

identity. 

Secondly, the proposed Relational-Identity 

Model of Professional Education in the AAI 

Environment (RPI-AAI) makes it possible to 

organize scattered research findings by identifying 

three interdependent levels of competence 

development: regulatory, relational, and identity. 

This approach emphasizes that professional empathy 

is not a single personality trait, but a developmental 

process that integrates emotion regulation, 

understanding of another being, and ethical 

responsibility for the relationship. 

Thirdly, interpreting AAI from the 

perspective of creative rehabilitation pedagogy 

allows us to see its potential as a corrective 
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experience conducive to reconstructing one's self-

image as a subject capable of care, responsibility, and 

moral reflection. In this sense, the environment of 

interspecies interaction can serve as an environment 

for the development of relational professional 

identity, which is particularly important in 

professions with high emotional stress. 

Significance for the education of helping 

professions. From the perspective of professional 

education, it is crucial to move away from a reductive 

understanding of professional competencies as 

exclusively technical. In professions such as teacher, 

therapist, doctor, or veterinarian, the essence of 

practice remains the relationship with another human 

being or living creature, and thus the ability to 

maintain an attentive, emotionally regulated presence 

in situations of suffering, dependence, and 

responsibility. 

The RPI-AAI model indicates that relational 

experiences based on contact with animals can be a 

complementary component of education, supporting 

the development of competencies such as emotional 

self-regulation in conditions of responsibility, 

affective and cognitive empathy, sensitivity to 

nonverbal signals, ethical reflection, and a sense of 

meaning and agency in helping behavior. 

Particularly important implications concern 

medical and veterinary education, where there is a 

risk of depersonalization of the clinical relationship 

and an increase in emotional stress leading to 

burnout. In this context, AAI can serve as a formative 

environment that counteracts the reduction of the 

patient or animal to an object of procedure, 

strengthening the relational and ethical dimension of 

professional practice. 

Limitations of the study and directions for 

further research. The limitations identified also 

indicate areas for further research, which may lead to 

the empirical operationalization of the model and an 

assessment of its usefulness in educational practice. 

A particularly interesting direction for further 

analysis seems to be the study of the potential of AAI 

environments in the field of social rehabilitation 

pedagogy, where corrective experiences and 

relational processes of identity change are one of the 

key mechanisms of educational influence. 

In particular, it seems reasonable to conduct: 

quantitative research verifying the relationship 

between participation in AAI experiences and the 

level of empathy, emotion regulation, and ethical 

reflection of students in helping professions; 

qualitative research analyzing participants' relational 

experiences and the process of professional identity 

formation in an environment of interspecies 

interaction; longitudinal research to assess the 

durability of formative effects and their significance 

for mental resilience and the prevention of 

professional burnout; implementation research on 

the design of AAI-based educational modules in 

pedagogical, medical, and veterinary education 

programs.  

The development of these research directions 

may contribute to the transition from a theoretical 

concept to an evidence-based model that can be 

applied in practice in vocational education systems. 
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Реферат: 

Актуальність. Сучасні системи освіти в допоміжних професіях (helping professions) піддаються 

інтенсивній техніцізації та стандартизації, що може призвести до деперсоналізації стосунків у процесі надання 

допомоги, зниження клінічної емпатії та підвищення ризику професійного вигорання. У статті представлено 

авторську модель RPI-AAI (Реляційно-ідентичнісна модель професійного становлення у втручаннях за участю 

тварин) — евристичну педагогічну базу, яка розглядає втручання за участю тварин як середовище досвідного 

реляційного навчання в медичній, ветеринарній та педагогічній освіті. Дослідження має теоретико-

концептуальний характер і ґрунтується на наративному огляді літератури, що інтегрує висновки з 

нейробіології регуляції афекту, теорії прив'язаності та креативної педагогіки соціальної реабілітації. 

Метою статті є розроблення теоретичної моделі, що пояснює роль реляційного досвіду в середовищі 

втручань за участю тварин у процесі формування емпатії та професійної ідентичності у представників 

допоміжних професій. Дослідження має концептуальний характер і спрямоване на інтеграцію розрізнених 

результатів досліджень у цілісну інтерпретаційну структуру. Для цього представлена Реляційно-ідентичнісна 

модель професійної освіти в середовищі втручань за участю тварин (RPI-AAI), яка розглядає такі втручання як 

реляційне навчальне середовище, де емоційна регуляція, реляційний досвід та формування професійної 

ідентичності створюють взаємопов'язаний розвиваючий процес. Головне дослідницьке питання можна 

сформулювати так: як реляційний досвід у середовищі AAI може підтримати розвиток навичок емпатії та 

формування реляційної професійної ідентичності в допоміжних професіях? 

Методологія. Структура статті підпорядкована досягненню цієї мети. У другій частині представлено 

авторську модель RPI-AAI, яка інтегрує положення теорії прив'язаності, концепції регуляції афекту та 

педагогіки креативної реабілітації. Ця пропозиція має евристичний характер і створює інтерпретаційну базу, 

що потребує подальшої емпіричної перевірки, організовуючи процес розвитку компетентності у трьох 

взаємозалежних вимірах: регуляторному, реляційному та ідентичнісному. Далі обговорюються імплікації 

моделі для медичної та ветеринарної освіти з особливим акцентом на проблемі деперсоналізації клінічних 

відносин і ризику вигорання. У наступній частині статті представлені методологічні припущення дослідження, 
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а у висновку сформульовано результати та напрями подальших емпіричних розвідок. Структура статті веде від 

діагностики освітньої проблеми через побудову теоретичної моделі до визначення її значення для практики 

професійної освіти. 

Результати. Процес формування професійної ідентичності представлено на трьох взаємопов’язаних 

рівнях: регуляторний («Я у стосунках») – пов'язаний зі стабілізацією емоційного збудження; реляційний 

(«Інший як суб'єкт») – у якому тварина виступає як «емоційне дзеркало», розвиваючи чутливість до 

невербальних сигналів та меж суб'єктивності; ідентичнісний («Я як професіонал») – де корекційний досвід та 

реляційна суб'єктність підтримують розвиток ставлення відповідальності за благополуччя іншої істоти. 

Наведені у статті результати досліджень вказують на те, що участь у втручаннях за участю тварин (AAI) може 

сприяти розвитку саморегуляторних компетентностей та стратегій навчання, особливо серед осіб, які 

відчувають високий рівень стресу. 

Висновки. Модель RPI-AAI може бути корисним інструментом у професійній освіті, підтримуючи 

розвиток емпатії та формування інтегрованої професійної ідентичності, стійкої до вигорання. 
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