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Therapy dog wins over students, teachers 

at FLAHS  
 

FOREST LAKE, MINN. – Forest Lake Area High School (FLAHS) has a four-legged friend 

that visits with various Special Education classrooms every Monday and Thursday. Her name is 

Muppet, and she passed the testing and observation phase with the nationally accredited Therapy 

Dog association, Therapy Dog Alliance (ATD). 

 

Muppet started her therapy dog sessions at Ecumen Parmly LifePointes (Hospice Care) and began 

coming to FLAHS the Thursday before Thanksgiving. Special Education Teacher Dawn Soltis, 

who has worked with Autism Spectrum Disorders at the high school for the past five years and is 

known as the lady that holds the leash, was delighted to have Muppet come to the school and 

work with different classes. 

 

“She spends the entire day with us, starting at 7:30 a.m.,” Soltis said. “She’s in my room first 

through third hour and then she works one-on-one with John Perry and then we make our rounds 

to the three DCD (Developmental Cognitive Disabilities) classrooms. At every bell, we try to get 

to the hallway where Muppet has gained a following and makes new friends. She even just lays in 

the hall and lets students mob her. She has literally never growled in her entire life and can take a 

mob of students wanting to be next to her.” 

 

Muppet is no stranger to bonding and helping students feel at ease. At 16 months of age, Muppet 

was naturally born with an intuitive and compassionate nature. Special Education teacher Nicole 

Mancuso witnessed this nature first-hand with one of her students. 
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“I have a student who is in a wheelchair that told us he didn’t trust anyone to use the hoyer lift to 

get him out of his wheelchair because he felt so helpless when he was out of his chair,” Mancuso 

said. “When he met Muppet, he was so upset that others could get on the floor and play with her 

and he could barely reach her. Staff suggested that this student use the lift to get on the beanbag 

and Muppet could come cuddle with him. He cautiously agreed.  

 

“The day it was planned, he was so scared and nervous. Once he was on the beanbag he uses and 

Muppet was with him, he had the biggest smile I have ever seen on him. He made comments 

about how it was the best day of school he had ever had and he would gladly use the lift every 

time Muppet came to visit.” 

 

Special Education teacher Amber Lauer also saw great engagement between Muppet and one of 

her students.  

 

“I have a student who is incredibly scared of dogs,” Lauer said. “He would tense up and bolt out 

of the room if there was a dog in the room. Since we have had Muppet join our class during break 

time, the student has grown to enjoy being around Muppet. He will pet her and call her over to 

him instead of the usual running away from dogs. We love having Muppet in our room!”  

 

Muppets presence in the school provides an at-ease feeling for many students and promotes a 

sense of happiness that some have never known. DCD teacher Laurie Bachman could not be more 

thrilled with having Muppet in the school. 

 

“Muppet adds a calming presence to our classroom,” Bachman said. “She certainly brings joy and 

happiness, but she also helps my students with mild-moderate and severe-profound disabilities 

stay on task. Instead of riling them up or getting them too excited, she helps my students learn 

and keeps them focused. One of my students, in particular, is very energetic and spontaneous. He 

has learned to pet Muppet calmly and carefully. Muppet and this student do not frighten each 

other and they make a great team.”  

 

Through Muppet serving the Special Education Department and various classrooms, other 

students have begun to notice Muppet’s presence and it has positively impacted their days as 

well. 

 

“My school day is automatically better the second I see Muppet in the hall,” 10th-grade student 

Aidan (Bubba) Escobedo said. “As Forest Lake’s current therapy dog, she has attracted lots of 

attention by welcoming students and staff as they enter the building. She is creating a lot of 

smiles at the school as well as comforting members of the school. Muppet has created a more 

loving environment and has made a positive difference in my school day by just being in the 

school.”  

 

In addition to Muppet adding smiles and happiness across FLAHS, she also made an appearance 

at FLAHS’s pepfest as an honorary Ranger Ambassador on Feb. 24.  
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