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Special guest lecturers in the lecture hall

On a Thursday afternoon in late autumn, an engaging
interdisciplinary general education class, jointly offered by
National Yang Ming Chiao Tung University (NYCU), Taipei
National University of the Arts (TNUA), and National Chengchi
University (NCCU), was in full swing. That day, the class welcomed
special guests: therapy dogs, giving students a rare opportunity to
interact with these adorable animals. The classroom buzzed with
laughter and excitement, creating an especially lively atmosphere.

Titled Lessons Taught by Animals, this interdisciplinary course

was initiated by Professor Yi-Hsuan Lee from the Department

and Institute of Physiology. As the relationship between humans
and animals receives growing attention, this course reflects
that shift. More than just a typical class, it offers an intellectual
journey across multiple disciplines, including life sciences, medical
physiology, psychology, philosophy, and performing arts.
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The therapy dog brings joy and warmth to students.
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To understand how this unique course came to be, we must first
look at Professor Lee’s vision. Before the merger of National Yang-
Ming University (NYMU) and National Chiao Tung University
(NCTU), NYMU had already begun academic collaborations
with National Chengchi University and Taipei National University
of the Arts. However, due to various challenges, these joint
courses never came to fruition. While serving as Deputy Dean for
Academic Affairs, Professor Lee had a thought: Why not create a
truly interdisciplinary, cross-university course?

"l once taught a general education course at Taipei Medical
University called The Dialogue Between Brain and Mind, which
received an overwhelmingly positive response,” Professor Lee
recalled. Building on this experience, she delved into research
on campus dogs and therapy dogs, incorporating the topic into
the neurophysiology curriculum at the School of Medicine. This
innovative teaching approach later earned recognition.

Through this work, she connected with a passionate community
of animal-assisted therapists and therapy dog owners. "It made
me wonder: why not build on this success and design a course
centered around animals? Animals transcend disciplines, cultures,
and even gender; they can serve as a universal language for
everyone." Her idea quickly gained support from NCCU and
TNUA, paving the way for this groundbreaking course.

Professor Yi-Hsuan Lee Z543 2 (7

Animals provide more than just comfort; they can form a
natural emotional connection with humans.
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An unconventional syllabus

In this course, Professor Lee brings together faculty members
from three universities, each contributing expertise from their
respective fields. Guest lecturers include Professor Jenn-Yah Yu,
an expert in life sciences; Professor Wenlin Liao, a neuroscientist
specializing in mouse model research; Associate Professor Louis
Lo, who explores human-animal coexistence; Associate Professor
Tzai-Wen Chiu, who examines ethical issues surrounding
laboratory animals; Professor Karen Yan, who approaches the
subject through the lens of animal ethics; Professor Wen-Jui Kuo,
who studies the nature of both humans and animals; Professor
Shih-Chieh Lin, who focuses on animal training and neuroscience;
Associate Professor David Niddam, who analyzes pain in both
humans and animals; Professor Kai-Yuan Cheng, who reflects on
life and death through the lens of Chuang Tzu’s Butterfly Dream;
and Chun-Chan Wei, who interprets animal imagery through
Butoh and martial arts.

Professor Lee herself teaches two key aspects of the course:
the neuroscience behind the healing power of animals and the
scientific exploration of life and death through pet end-of-life
care. Although these instructors are not necessarily experts in
animal-related fields, they draw connections to animals through
their own areas of expertise, allowing students to explore valuable
lessons from animals, spanning life sciences, philosophical ethics,
and even physical movement through Butoh.
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The course has been running for three consecutive years,
attracting a growing number of students and receiving
enthusiastic feedback. Professor Lee emphasizes that its
interdisciplinary and cross-university structure allows
students from diverse academic backgrounds to engage with
a wide range of perspectives. Meanwhile, the teaching team
continues to refine the curriculum, welcoming new faculty
members to further expand and enrich the course content.

Lessons from An-An

"Animals have a profound impact on our emotions," Professor
Lee reflects. "When we feel lonely or down, it's not just our pets;
even an unexpected encounter with an animal on the street can
bring us comfort." Facing the end of a pet's life often leaves us
feeling helpless and sorrowful, but it can also be an opportunity
to reflect on the meaning of life.
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Professor Lee shares the story of how she met An-An. At the time,
she was still grieving the loss of her previous pet, struggling with
memories of end-of-life care and the pain of parting. One day, An-
An appeared in her classroom, weak but quiet, and sat through a
three-hour lecture without making a sound. After class, she and
her husband discussed it and decided to bring An-An home,
officially welcoming him into their family.

Before long, An-An began chewing on everything in the house,
prompting Professor Lee to enroll him in pet training classes.
With a smile, she reflects that training a pet is often more about
training the owner. "l came to realize that animals’ behaviors are
instinctive responses to their environment and the people around
them. It’s up to us to recognize and meet their needs."

An-An quickly adapted to the training and even became a
certified therapy dog. From time to time, he visited special
education classes at elementary schools near Beitou. Professor
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Students at NYCU, TNUA, and NCCU enjoyed a delightful afternoon with visiting therapy dogs.
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Dr. An-An Dr ‘&%

Lee fondly recalls how An-An would proudly wear his little white
coat—just like a tiny doctor—whenever he was on duty, fully
aware that he had an important role to play.

"Why do we perceive pets so differently from livestock or
laboratory animals?" Professor Lee ponders. Perhaps it's because
pets are seen as part of the family, while livestock are categorized
as food. Social and cultural backgrounds shape our perspectives,
influencing how we relate to different animals. She emphasizes
the importance of understanding the complexities of animal
ethics, acknowledging that our attitudes and perceptions toward
various types of animals can differ significantly.

Professor Lee discusses the ethical considerations surrounding
pets, livestock, and laboratory animals, stressing the need for a
more comprehensive approach. In scientific research, for instance,
ethical responsibility requires adherence to the Three Rs Principle:
Refinement, Reduction, and Replacement to minimize animals'
suffering and discomfort.

With advancements in technology, alternative methods are
emerging, such as AR simulations and cell cultures, reducing the
reliance on animal testing. "As humans, we have a responsibility to
understand and respect animals' needs and rights," Professor Lee
concludes.

Dr. An-An and Professor Lee on duty together
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Rethinking the relationship between humans and animals

That day, we also asked Professor Lee about the "zero euthanasia
policy." The decline in stray dogs on campus is closely linked to
growing awareness of animal welfare and the implementation of
Trap-Neuter-Return (TNR) programs. She stressed the importance
of educating students about animal behavior, enabling them to
develop a more informed and responsible mindset. By fostering
the right perspectives, we can gradually shift societal attitudes
toward a more compassionate approach to animal welfare.

The course “Lessons Taught by Animals” is not just about
understanding animals; it also examines human emotions, ethics,
and responsibility. Through this class, students develop a deeper
appreciation of the complex relationship between humans and
animals while reflecting on their own values and behaviors. Beyond
strengthening the emotional bond between people and animals,
the course encourages students to cherish life’s precious moments.

As the connection between animals and humans becomes
increasingly significant, this course serves as a platform for students
to explore how animals influence our lives and how we can
integrate respect and care for them into our daily actions. Professor
Lee hopes that this learning experience will deepen empathy and
inspire students to advocate for a more harmonious coexistence
between humans and animals.
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