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The interaction time 
(in minutes) that it 
takes for students to 
self-report significantly 
lower stress levels and 
increased self-efficacy.

Number of years 
to train a service 
dog.

10

2

Source: Exceptional Sidekick and SHU Canine Cognition Lab

he canine cognition 
program on SHU’s Main 
Campus—run by Dawn 
Melzer, associate professor 
and chair of the psychology 
department, and Deirdre 

Yeater, professor of psychology—serves 
three distinct functions: service dog 
training, animal-assisted therapy studies 
and comparative psychology cognitive 
studies. 

Service dog training happens in 
conjunction with Exceptional Sidekick in 
Newtown, which specializes in training 
psychiatric service dogs for disabled teens 
and young adults. One of the goals of 
this program is “to start a conversation 
about mental health,” says Yeater, as 
students are training the dogs to help this 
specific population. 

Student handlers—all of whom must 
live off campus in non-SHU hous-
ing—receive three class credits and go 
through two trainings a week with the 
dogs, one on campus and one in public. 
Once the dogs are able to sit still under 
a desk without being disruptive to their 
environment, they will even attend class 
with their handlers.

But the training doesn’t end there. 
Beyond the behavioral requirements 
of an emotional support animal, these 
service dogs are trained to perform 
specific tasks such as getting medication, 
calming someone having a panic attack 
or retrieving a cell phone in a crisis. Upon 
completion, each dog is assigned as a 
companion to an Exceptional Sidekick 
client between the ages of 12 and 22 with 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
schizophrenia, depression, anxiety, bipolar 
disorder or other psychiatric diagnoses.

Researchers in the Canine Cognition 
Lab are also studying the effects of ani-
mal-assisted therapy. During finals and 
other stressful times, SHU’s counseling 
center and the Student Wellness Educa-
tion and Empowerment Team (s.w.e.e.t.) 
program bring dogs to campus to 
interact with students. Melzer and Yeater 
partnered with Barbara Pierce, professor 
in the biology department, to study 
biological and psychological indicators of 
stress before and after the interaction by 
measuring cortisol and asking students to 
self-report feelings of stress and self-effi-
cacy both before and after spending time 
with the dogs. 

While the service training and 

therapy studies focus on the dogs’ inter-
action with humans, the comparative 
research “comes back to evolutionary 
underpinnings,” explains Melzer. “We 
take the same cognitive experiments we 
do with children, and we apply them 
in the lab space with dogs. When you 
see what is happening with the dogs at 
an advanced level, and you see the same 
behaviors with infants and children, it 
can give you an indication about why we 
have specific abilities and what behav-
iors are innate versus learned.” It gives 
researchers a better understanding of the 
evolutionary benefits of having certain 
abilities when they see them in species 
other than humans. 

One of the experiments is an 
object permanence test often given to 
infants. This “looking” test, called a 
violation-of-expectations experiment, 
establishes certain expectations for what 
happens when a toy rolls into a wall, 
and then examines the subject’s reaction 
when the toy appears to go through 

the wall instead. In infants when the 
unexpected happens, the child will look 
longer at where the object disappeared, 
because that violated expectations.

“Nobody has ever used this same ap-
paratus on dogs,” notes Melzer; she and 
Yeater will try to determine if the dogs 
understand the surprising event and what 
that means in terms of adapting to their 
environment. They believe that studying 
the dogs’ behavior will give them insight 
into human behavior. 

“This is always the question in 
comparative psychology,” Yeater explains. 
“Are we just studying dogs to become 
better-informed dog owners and better 
stewards of animal welfare? Or is it to 
have a better understanding of human 
cognition? I’m always giving examples 
from the animal kingdom related to 
human cognition.” 

She’s not alone, though the company 
she keeps in this field is both close and 
illustrious. “The New Science of Canine 
Cognition” was Smithsonian Magazine’s 
December 2020 cover feature, and only 
a handful of other schools (such as Yale, 
Brown, Duke and Columbia) even have 
canine cognition labs, though the others 
are all dedicated to graduate-level study. 
Sacred Heart is the only school with a 
Canine Cognition Lab where under-
graduate research assistants conduct the 
studies and run the lab under faculty 
mentorship, positioning SHU on the 
“cutting-est” edge of a cutting-edge 
research field. 

To the dogs, coming to SHU may 
seem like playtime, complete with head 
scratches, toys and cookies—little do 
they know they may help unlock the 
mysteries of human nature. shu
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THE CANINE COGNITION LAB AT SHU 
IS THE FIRST IN THE COUNTRY TO 
ENGAGE UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS 
AS RESEARCH ASSISTANTS.
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Sacred Heart plays host to Keith Hamilton Cobb and the 
Untitled Othello Project, a multidisciplinary approach 
to unpacking a script that for centuries has stood at the 
intersection of art, race and culture—for better or for worse.

“I DON'T KNOW WHAT YOUR DESTINY WILL BE, BUT ONE THING I KNOW: THE ONLY ONES AMONG YOU  

WHO WILL BE REALLY HAPPY ARE THOSE WHO HAVE SOUGHT AND FOUND HOW TO SERVE.” 

ALBERT SCHWEITZER
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And, to this last, sometimes the 
opposite is true. Sometimes it is a 
moment’s un-believability—and our 
willingness to accept it anyway—that is 
most telling.

Keith Hamilton Cobb has issues 
with Othello. “I don’t think it’s a great 
play,” he says of Shakespeare’s clas-
sic, which (it should be noted) ranks 
among the most frequently produced 
plays in the country year after year. “It’s 
plot driven [meaning the characters 
do unbelievable things solely because 
the action of the play requires it]. The 
characters are stereotypical tropes. I 
don’t like the character of Othello. He’s 
badly written, boorish and blunt ... but 
I care for him.”

That dichotomy—a feeling intel-
lectual’s frustration with ingrained and 
endorsed stereotype versus an empathic 
actor’s mission to find the true human 
in every character—is at the heart of 
Cobb’s Untitled Othello Project, which 
took up residency on campus at Sacred 
Heart for two weeks at the start of this 
past December. Stereotype and cari-
cature are, of course, the antithesis of 
complexity and depth and, in a play no-
tably built around racial tensions, now 
more than ever that lack of complexity 
is inexcusable, regardless of who wrote 
it. If Othello is to earn its production, it 
should be for more than name recogni-
tion and perceived diversity that is, in 
truth, little more than gross cliché. 

Thus, moderating an assembled pan-
el of artists and performers in collabo-
ration with New York’s Blessed Unrest 
Theatre Company, as well as historians, 
philosophers, theologians, ethicists and 
students of all disciplines from both 
Sacred Heart and afield, Cobb and 
company took a 60-hour, line-by-line 

deep dive into the text of the play. 
Weighing historical intention against 
modern sensibilities, cultural shorthand 
as it existed then and now and the 
understanding that a modern audience 
will never fully divorce itself from its 
modernity, the team sought to unpack 
the play’s intentions and determine if 
a better narrative exists inside the one 
we’ve accepted on merit for so long.

“Stellar” is the word Cobb uses with-
out hesitation to describe his two weeks 
on Sacred Heart’s campus. The group 
pored over the script with an attention 
to detail never afforded in traditional 
theatrical rehearsal. Over the course of 
60 hours, discussion never progressed 
past Act 2, Scene 1. For perspective, it’s 
typically only 80 to 90 hours that most 
regional and small New York theatres 
get to attempt a fully fledged produc-
tion of a play such as this. 

“There may be a story in there where 
Othello’s journey toward crashing and 
burning—which he does—can be made 
legitimate,” he says. “But you’re not go-
ing to find it when you’ve only got three 
weeks to recycle what everyone already 
thinks they know.” 

So when Cobb and company take 
on Othello, it’s not just this play and 
its author they are putting under the 
microscope. They’re holding a mirror 
up to an industry. How can the art of 
theatre truly be an art when its business 
model requires it to value profitability 
over authenticity? Furthermore, what 
does it say about a culture that not only 
accepts these stereotypes for so long, but 
elevates them unquestioningly as the 
work of genius?

Finding the Othello that could be 
there—indeed, the one some might say 
should be there—is no small task, but 

WHITEWASHING 
BLACKFACE. 
OTHELLO WAS 
WRITTEN RELYING ON 
RACIST STEREOTYPES 
400 YEARS AGO. 
DOES THE PLAY HAVE 
A PLACE ON TODAY’S 
STAGE?

art makes no sense whatsoever. It is utterly inefficient to make—a single 
work may take as little as hours or as long as a lifetime to complete—with no 
guarantee of success. Then, at its best, art’s impact transcends any quantifiable 
measure—a touch of brush to canvas may teach as much about the emotions 
of love and loss as it does about the science of color and sight; a shift in 
key may reduce an audience to tears or send a nation to war; the truth of a 
moment in a book, film or play may reveal more about ourselves than we’d 
otherwise be willing to admit.
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KEITH HAMILTON COBB (ABOVE, 

CENTER) DURING THE UNTITLED 
OTHELLO PROJECT’S TWO-WEEK 
RESIDENCY ON CAMPUS. THE EVENT 
WAS LIVESTREAMED AND SHARED WITH 
UNIVERSITIES ACROSS THE COUNTRY.

the opportunities that quest presents are 
too rich to pass up. “From the first day 
[of the residency],” says Professor Emily 
Bryan of the department of languages 
and literature, “you saw human beings 
searching and reaching for hope about 
how to be in the world with each other, 
to be mindful of past harms, to forge a 
way forward.” 

In such a way, art becomes life 
becomes art becomes life—a visceral 
connection between creativity, intellec-
tualism and humanity that is exactly the 
sort of project venture studio Midnight 
Oil Collective had been hunting. 
When Sacred Heart’s opportunity to 
host the event was closing faster than 
the University’s likelihood of securing 

ranging from the American capitalist 
business model of theatre in this coun-
try to the Bard himself, the man shows 
no signs of laying down his sword. “I’ve 
been swinging at this stuff all my life,” 
he says. “So here I am. It’s go big or go 
home.” shu

funding to support it, Cobb turned to 
the Collective for help. The group was 
instrumental in making December’s 
residency happen and is looking to 
continue their work with the University 
on other projects down the road.

As for Cobb, standing before giants 
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