
Why Training is so Important for Therapy Animal Teams 

I was visiting today at a local care facility with Tucker. We're registered with a national Therapy dog 
organization, which means that we've been evaluated and have shown that we have the requisite skills to 
help us make appropriate choices during visits. Both he and I have worked hard to learn how to behave. 
He's learned basic manners, and had further training to help him visit the residents in a calm, friendly 
manner, and has learned various skills so that he can maneuver around medical equipment, wheelchairs, 
IV trees, etc. He's also learned to handle being in tight spaces, and to listen to direction from me when he 
finds himself in unusual or unsettling situations. 

I've learned how to work with him, watch out for him, and make sure he's not in a position to be hurt or 
injured, or put into a position where he may become frightened. I am also there to see that his interactions 
with residents are good for both him and those he's visiting. I've learned how to interact with residents to 
help them feel at ease with us as a team, and how to work with staff members to facilitate their care of 
their charges. And to ask the right questions, to know when we're helping, and when to move out of the 
way. 

I've learned how to reassure staff, residents, and Tucker if any party is not totally comfortable during a 
visit. 

I've also learned how to handle the inevitable emergency situation. Which brings me to the incident that 
inspired this post. 

We'd just finished a visit at the facility, signed out in the volunteer log, and were headed to the door to the 
parking lot. As we got to the door, in rushed a couple of large dogs on unlocked Flexi-leashes, followed 
somewhat further back by the two young women holding the other ends of same. The dogs of course saw 
my dog and me and did what dogs will normally do, heading straight toward us. Like a lot of dogs, 
Tucker isn't too comfortable having strange dogs crowding him in tight spaces, and he started tensing. 

Because I'd had training to know how to deal with situations like this, I was able to head off any 
unpleasantness, by stepping between the dogs and Tucker, and keeping them from approaching further 
until the two young women got through the door, reeled in their dogs, and locked the Flexi's. 

Oh, one of the first things one learns in a Therapy dog class is what equipment is and is not 
recommended. You probably already guessed that Flexi's are not on the recommended list. They can 
become unlocked too easily, they allow the dog to get too far from his handler for the safety of all 
involved, and they are way too hard to grab close to the dog's head if needed. 

I asked the young women if they were registered Therapy dog handlers. No, one of them was on the staff, 
and liked to bring her dogs in because the residents liked to see them. 

There's absolutely nothing wrong with that sentiment. I am all for the enrichment of the lives of the 
residents of any facility. And the woman was working there because she truly cares for the people living 
there. Her dogs were calm and friendly by nature, which would likely make them ideal Therapy dog 
candidates, with the proper training. But without having any training to help her know the difference 
between safe and unsafe practices, she could potentially be putting her dogs, herself and other staff and 
residents at risk of injury, negative psychological fallout, or damage to the facility. 

I'm very happy we'd learned how to deal with things like this, and had the practice so that advocating for 
my dog, and his instant response to my cues were second nature for us. 

I find visiting with my Therapy dogs wonderfully rewarding, and I feel strongly that training be readily 
available to anyone who wants to be able to join me in such a worthwhile activity. I want to facilitate their 
getting the training to do so safely, by offering classes through Community Ed and privately, and to 



schedule evaluations on a regular basis, so prospective teams can learn how to visit safely, and through 
the evaluations find out when they're ready to do so. 

Becoming a registered Therapy team also gives access to invaluable resources, like liability insurance, a 
support network, and chances for continuing education in order to learn further skills. 

I'd love to invite the young lady with the big heart, and any others who would like to learn more about the 
world of Therapy animals, the amazing benefits they can offer to those they visit, and the resources 
available to them to a seminar at the New Richmond Middle School media center on Tuesday, Feb. 27. 

Though we are focusing on Therapy animal teams, we'll also cover the differences between Therapy, 
Service, and Support dogs, and the rights and restrictions that apply to each according to the law. 

You can find info on the NR Comm Ed website, or by following a link from our Facebook page at 
Pawsitive Dog WI or our website, www.pawsitivedog.info 
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