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Libraries hope therapy dogs can help
reading take root in young readers

By David Scholz
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Luca AKjeje, 9, reads as he pets Breeja, a labrador
with the Alliance of Therapy Dogs, as part of the
Lafayette Library's Read to a Dog program.

Luca Akjeje settled in
next to Breeja. After col-
lecting a graphic novel
from nearby offerings,
Luca commenced read-
ing, laying a hand on the
labrador's soft, white
coat.

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

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

As Luca became
more engrossed in his se-
lection, Breeja came less
the center of the en-
counter. Luca’s grand-
mother, Susan Sisco, who
brought Luca over the
hill from Martinez, was
thoroughly enjoying the
comfort of the dog’s pres-
ence too. “The dog is
nonjudgmental and not
telling (anyone) what to
do,” said Sisco. “It’s a
chance to relax, be a kid
and read a book with a
dog.”

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

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

Reading for some
youngsters is as easy as
rolling out of bed in the

morning; it’s a skill that
comes naturally. For oth-
ers, though, it is a frus-
trating grind, full of
starts, stops, and misfires.
The greater one is en-
gaged in the reading
process, the more oppor-
tunities can be for this
important life skill to take
root. To that point, li-
braries around Contra
Costa County are increas-
ingly tapping into to the
calming presence of ther-
apy dogs to help bridge
that literacy gap.

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

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

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

Starting in 2006,
Orinda was the first li-
brary in the county to in-
troduce the activity. Lin
Look, the branch’s chil-
dren’s librarian since
2000 and dog lover her-
self, was intrigued by the
concept after hearing

how it was happening in
Pleasanton and made the
trek down I-680 to check
out how it worked. Six-
teen years later, she
hasn’t looked back and
continues to make dogs a
regular presence, much
to the joy of young and
old patrons alike.

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

Learning toread is a
lot about practice, and
Look noted that depend-
ing on what one is read-
ing and the reason why
they are reading some-
thing can make it a task
that is not fun. “And
reading to a dog is a little
more fun,” she said. “(It’s)
a little out of the ordinary
and it becomes a little
more interesting.”

Alle Porter, the chil-
dren’s librarian at
Lafayette since December
2019, inherited the pro-
gram and has kept it go-
ing, even during the
depths of the pandemic
when she recalled a
youngster regularly read
to a dog via Zoom.

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

“The dogs bring a
calmness to the environ-
ment,” she continued.

In turn, for the chil-
dren, the experience of
reading and greater pro-
ficiency with skill “builds
their confidence; You see
the results carrying over
to school,” Porter added.

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

For more informa-
tion about the reading
with dogs activities, and
to register online, visit lo-
cal branch calendars at
www.ccclib.org.
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COMPASS
On Top of the World at MCC!

109 Brookline St, Moraga
2 Bed | 2 Bath | 1887 Sqft | $1,295,000

Coming Soon!

1093 Country Club Dr, Moraga

4 Bed | 2.5Bath | 2456 Sqft | $2,295,000
Coming on the market on Jan 18th
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the services of an architect or engineer. This is not intended to solicit property already listed.

Just Listed! Beautiful detached home with high ceilings, wide-
plank hardwood floors and incredible views. 109BrooklineSt.com

Compass is a licensed real estate broker and abides by Equal Housing Opportunity laws. All material presented herein is intended for informational purposes
only. Information is compiled from sources deemed reliable but is subject to errors, omissions, changes in price, conditionsale, or withdraw without notice. No
statement is made as to accuracy of any description. All measurements and square footages are approximate. Exact dimensions can be obtained by retaining

Elena Hood
Elena@Orinda.com
925.254.3030
DRE 01221247

Business Person of the Year

... continued from Page 2

Ultimately, it was her de-
sire to do work that al-
lowed her to be with her
kids and turn her passion
into a sustainable busi-
ness that drove her.

“I absolutely love do-
ing this work, but the
goal was always to make
money comparable to
what I made. It wasn’t
optional. I had two kids
and there wasn’t an al-
ternative,” Lucas-Alcalay
says. “It was hard to be 42
and have people pat me
on the head and say this
was cute (when it was my
career).”

Even though Lucas-
Alcalay’s business is do-
ing well as a local fixture
now, she endured some
growing pains and
learned some important
lessons along the way.
Her first year in business,
she recalls selling or try-
ing to sell 11 varieties of
basil. “It was my dream
garden, but people didn’t
know how to do anything
with it and they didn’t
buy it,” Lucas-Alcalay re-
calls. Feeling somewhat
defeated, she talked with

a marketing manager
who suggested she bring
out her dehydrated herbs
and put them in a mason
jar with a bow on top for
the holiday season. “I
sold out in two weeks.
That’s how I found the
‘business’ in my
business.”

Lucas-Alcalay took it
one step further to de-
velop one of her most
popular products.

“I realized people wanted
shortcuts. I started ex-
perimenting with the
herbs from my garden
and combining them with
locally sourced salt to
create seasoning salt to
figure out how to make
them taste good. People
love that.”

Lucas-Alcalay ex-
pressed gratitude for the
Lafayette Chamber’s
recognition of her as the
Business Person of the
Year, and hopes that this
will inspire community
members to consider
shopping locally.

Ben Canady is a re-
peat seasoning salt cus-
tomer who stopped in the
store to replenish his
supply of rancho Moraga,

flakey sea salt and lemon
basil seasoning salts. “I
love this,” Canady says. “I
think there should be
more places like this.”

Siv Ricketts has
worked at Hollie’s Home-
grown since August 2022.
“Ilove that Hollie’s has
local, organic, sustainable
and mostly consumable
products. The things that
aren’t consumable are
beautiful. I love working
here and interfacing with
the community,” Rickets
says. “It’s so well deserved
that Hollie is the Business
Person of the Year, but
she’s doing good for the
community. I tell people
that what you buy here is
supporting local people,
but it’s a gift you can feel
good about because
someone’s creativity has
gone into that product.”

Hollie Lucas-Alcalay
will be honored at a spe-
cial dinner Feb. 1 at the
Lafayette Park Hotel. The
evening will include a
State of the City address
by incoming Lafayette
Mayor Gina Dawson. For
tickets or more informa-
tion, visit lafayettecham-
ber.org.

We are having a quick start to 2024!

PENDING — 490 Rheem Blvd., Moraga (Seller)
PENDING — 1201 Singingwood #5, Walnut Creek (Buyer)
PENDING — 3388 Rossi Street, Lafayette (Buyer)

Call us about our upcoming listings
near downtown Lafayette!

Who you work with matters.

“They led me each step of the way. | really want this home.” They
advised me, wrote up the offer, and helped to make it mine. So thankful
for their professionalism, wisdom, and kindness.” — Buyer, Orinda

GALLEGOS BOAMAN GROUP

gallegosboaman@compass.com
gallegosboaman.com
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Christine Gallegos
DRE# 01896511
925.878.2883
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Amy S. Boaman
DRE# 01433269
925997.6808

CONSIDERING MAKING A MOVE?

GIVE US A CALL TODAY 925997.6808




