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INTRODUCTION
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The service dog community is a diverse and eclectic collection of groups, individuals, and resources. Beginning with supporters, like donors, veterinarians, fund-raisers, breeders, and anyone who loves a service dog team, and progressing through programs, trainers, handlers, and puppy raisers, each facet of the community intertwines with the others.

Breeding, selecting, training, and owning a service dog, if diagrammed, would look more like a web as opposed to a straight line.

In the middle, there’s the service dog, and woven throughout are the various pieces that go into the making of a good one. Some of them are linked (like puppy raisers, recipients, and formal training programs), whereas others, like breeders or suppliers, are connected only to the service dog.

Here’s the fun thing: no matter where on the web you may fall, you share one thing with every other group, individual, or resource also on the web, and that’s a passion for service dogs. Whether you value the freedom offered to a disabled individual, love a service dog yourself, or you’re seeking state-of-the-art training methods for your organization, in some way, your enthusiasm for these unique and special canines is unmistakably clear.

Here’s the other important thing to keep in mind: regardless of your position on the web, this book was written for you. If you are in any way connected to the service dog community, you’ll find value in The Ultimate Service Dog Training Manual.

Some will find the most use out of the detailed training breakdown, whereas others will be more interested in the legalities and logistics of service dog ownership. Breeders or veterinarians who provide service dog programs or handlers will likely gravitate to the genetics, temperament, health, and trainers’ sections, while programs and puppy raisers may find themselves returning to the book over and over to reference or research various aspects of the community.

Whether you’re mostly interested in specific topics or you intend to read it cover to cover, please take a few minutes to review the organization scheme, features, and suggested use of this book. While you’re certainly welcome to just dive right in, in order to get the most benefit from The Ultimate Service Dog Training Manual, you’ll need to understand why the book is laid out the way it is and how to find the information you’re seeking.




PROGRAMS

Formal organizations, groups, or teams specializing in the selection, upbringing, training, and placement of fully trained or started service dogs. Will receive the most benefit from the Selection, Training, and Socialization sections (pages 81, 129, and 136).

TRAINERS

Active, practicing, aspiring, or interested trainers of service dogs or service dog candidates. May or may not function as part of a program’s staff. Will receive the most benefit from Training (page 129) and Socialization (page 136) sections.

OWNER-TRAINERS

Disabled individuals who aren’t professional trainers or staff members of an organization who are planning to self-train working service dogs. Will receive the most benefit from the Legalities (page 19), Selection (page 81), Training (page 129), Socialization (page 139), and Logs (page 131) sections.

RECIPIENTS/OWNERS/HANDLERS

Everyone who receives a fully trained service dog from a program or trainer. Will receive the most benefit from the Overview (page 1), Training (page 129), and Care (page 199) sections.

PUPPY RAISERS

Volunteers or staff members who are raising service dog candidates for programs or trainers. Will receive the most benefit from the Socialization (page 136), Care (page 199), and Log (page 131) sections.

SUPPORTERS

Individuals, groups, organizations, teams, or companies who tangibly or intangibly provide support to any part of the service dog community. The most beneficial sections will vary depending on the type of supporter. Please see the table of contents or the index for specific topics.
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SERVICE DOG OVERVIEW
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SERVICE DOG BASICS

Service and working dogs have a lot of responsibility on their shoulders—they do extremely specialized, important work on a daily basis. Depending on each handler and their unique disability, the service dog could be the only thing able to protect them or even prevent them from death or injury. For these reasons, the training of any service or working dog is of utmost importance. The manners, behavior, and skills of any service dog should be above reproach, because at some point it may be necessary for strangers to direct the dog until the handler is able to resume management of the service dog. The dog’s training should make that easy for anyone to do, without specialized knowledge.

An important note is that a service dog’s training must mitigate their handler’s disability. There are hundreds of tasks service dogs can perform. Federal law dictates, though, that the dog must perform trained task work that directly assists their handler. Merely having a disability and having a dog doesn’t make a dog a service dog.

As an example, if a dog is trained to open doors, but the handler doesn’t actually need the task, then that doesn’t qualify as trained task work that mitigates the handler’s disability. That’s not to say that your dog can’t perform work you don’t actually need, as you and your dog should continue training and learning for a lifetime, but rather, that your dog must, in some form or fashion, directly increase your ability to function in day-to-day life through their training.

Chief considerations for any service dog are keeping your dog happy, healthy, and able to work for as long as possible. You should feed your partner the best food you can afford. Talk to your veterinarian about selecting a food. The better the food you can feed, the better your partner’s nutrition, and the better they’ll be overall. Health starts on the inside and is reflected by your dog’s skin, coat, ear/eye health, weight, body composition, and many other factors. Most canine nutritionists recommend feeding a food with healthy ingredients and quality protein high in the ingredients list.

Don’t feed your dog too much or too little—both create unhealthy conditions. A brace dog that carries too much weight, even if it’s just a pound or two, has extra strain on their joints, which decreases their working life and ability to work safely. A mobility support dog that is underweight doesn’t have the musculature to support the extremely physical nature of their task work and may be nutritionally deficient in a way that leaches nutrients from their bones, further increasing the risk of injury.

Any working dog should be kept lean, with good muscle tone. You should be able to see a clearly defined waist, but not be able to see hip bones, spine, or ribs. When you run your hands along your dog’s ribs, it should feel like the back of your hand—bone structure readily able to be felt. If you see ribs, up your dog’s food for a bit. If you have to push to feel ribs, decrease your dog’s food for a bit. Your veterinarian can help direct this.

Brace and mobility support dogs specifically should be kept on a joint supplement, as their task work can be very physically taxing, and anything you can do to help keep their joints healthy is a plus. An excellent and economical choice is Nature’s Farmacy’s Phyto-Flex. A little bit of this stuff goes a long way, and it’s much less expensive than many commercially available products or products available directly through your vet.

Preventative health care is strongly recommended. Your partner should be on monthly parasite prevention, including flea, tick, and heartworm preventatives. Keeping your partner free of fleas and ticks is necessary for public access, and your partner shouldn’t work if they have internal parasites, as it can weaken them. Heartworm preventative is strongly recommended for most areas of the country, and regular worming as well to handle other internal parasites, such as tapeworms.

Your service dog must have the federally required rabies and DHPP vaccination, and you should be able to produce proof of this at any time. Working dogs are exposed to far more environments, animals, and potential health threats than household pets, and therefore also have more potential for them to bring illnesses into many more areas. Vaccines should be done in accordance with American Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) guidelines.

Keep in mind that while you can do your utmost to keep your partner healthy, other people may not do the same for their dogs, and working service dogs can come into contact with other dogs at any time, and/or be in areas where sick dogs have been previously, without the knowledge of their handler.

Make sure your dog has time to relax, play, recuperate from work, and just be a dog. You can enjoy a game of fetch or tug, snuggle while watching a movie, take up trick training for fun, or basically anything that gives your partner’s mind and body a chance to rest.

Essentially, do all you can to keep your partner happy and healthy. Don’t do anything to jeopardize their ability to work, or do anything that might injure them, even inadvertently. Service dogs are incredible, hardworking creatures, and they deserve all the best you can give them and more.

THINGS HANDLERS WANT YOU TO KNOW

Many people have a vague sense of awareness that service dogs “help” their person and that they’re allowed to be in public, but there’s a lot more to their handlers and teams than meets the eye. To help fill in the holes, here are the top ten things service dog handlers want every member of the public to know and understand.

1. My Service Dog Is Working

When you see my partner and me out and about in public, please understand that they’re doing vital work for me, even if they don’t “look like” they’re working to you. Just like when you’re working, they just want (and need) to be left alone to do their job. Please don’t distract my service dog from their job by yelling at them, talking to them, using baby talk at them, touching them, touching their equipment, whistling at them, barking at them, or otherwise doing anything except politely ignoring them.

2. My Service Dog Is My Lifeline

Depending on my disability, my service dog may be the only thing standing between me and death. My dog is my lifeline and means the world to me. Please don’t distract them from doing their job or tasks, because my life, health, and peace of mind, rests in their paws. If my service dog is distracted and isn’t able to respond appropriately, it’s possible I could become ill or injured. Please just ignore them entirely and let them focus on the job, which is keeping me safe.

3. My Medical History Is Private

Please don’t ask me about my diagnosis, try to guess the reason I have a service dog, or ask me to disclose my private medical history. Oftentimes, disabilities are “invisible,” meaning they aren’t visually discernable to members of the general public. However, not being able to see my disability doesn’t mean you should ask. Making inquiries about my personal information is not only uncalled for, it can feel very hurtful and invasive.

4. I Don’t Always Want to Answer Questions

My service dog has made a huge difference in my life, but sometimes, I want to run a quick errand and go home, just like you. Please keep in mind that almost every person who sees me out in public with my service dog wants to ask me about their job, their purpose, their name, their breed, where they were trained, what they do, how old they are, and a plethora of other questions. Please don’t be offended if I answer your questions quickly and move on.

5. Not All Service Dogs Are the Same

Service dogs come in all shapes, sizes, breeds, colors, coat types, and specialties. You cannot identify one by sight alone or by the presence of a vest or other gear. The only reliable way to tell if a service dog is well trained is via their behavior and manners. Unfortunately, fake service dogs are relatively common, and they do a lot of damage to legitimate teams. Please don’t judge my obviously well-trained, well-mannered, quiet, well-groomed, highly responsive service dog based on the behavior of a yappy, untrained, or aggressive dog someone once claimed was a “service dog.” Behavior tells all, and I ask that you not compare me to any other handlers or teams you may know or may have met, because not all service dogs are the same.

6. My Service Dog Is Loved

Please don’t tell me you “feel sorry” for my service dog because they have to work all the time. My service dog is incredibly loved and does in fact enjoy “time off” to just be a dog. My dog does get treats, gets to play, and sometimes, when off duty, they enjoy getting the “zoomies” and running around in massive circles like all other dogs. My service dog is very well taken care of, and better off than most pet dogs because they’re well-adjusted, highly trained, and well socialized.

7. My Service Dog Is Medical Equipment

My service dog is medical equipment, just like a wheelchair, crutches, or an oxygen tank. My dog is medically necessary. As such, the law allows them to accompany me in most public places. Generally speaking, if medical equipment and members of the general public are allowed, so is my service dog. Please treat them like medical equipment. You wouldn’t walk up to someone you didn’t know and start randomly pushing their wheelchair or talk to a little old lady’s cane, so please don’t touch, talk to, pet, or otherwise engage with my partner.

8. My Service Dog Is Protected under Law

United States federal law protects my service dog’s access rights. Federal law allows my service dog and I access to places of public accommodation, like restaurants, businesses, entertainment venues, and most other places people are allowed to congregate, assuming the presence of my dog doesn’t fundamentally alter the way the business operates. The only times my service dog could be excluded from a public place is if they are not housetrained or are out of control and I’m not doing anything about it, and neither of those should ever be an issue. Certain venues where my dog could either be in danger or cause a significant change to daily activities or operations may exclude access or impose additional access requirements.

Common examples of such venues include zoos, tattoo parlors, amusement parks, laboratories, and similar places. A dog, even a well-trained dog, can distress some species of zoo animals to the point they become ill. The presence of a dog or dog hair may cause variations in laboratory results or experiments, though the general public is typically not allowed in this setting, either. Dog hair and bacteria common to canids might create a severe health hazard in a tattoo parlor.

9. There Is No Certification Required

There are no papers, documentation, ID, certification, or other required information of any kind for me to have my partner in public with me. Not only is there no documentation necessary, but it’s illegal to ask for any. If you’re a business owner and you’re not certain my partner is a service dog, then you may only ask two questions: if my partner is a service dog, and what work my partner does for me. That’s all—you cannot ask for my private medical information, request paperwork, or anything else. The legalities of this are discussed further on page 19.

10. I’d Rather Not Have a Service Dog

Please don’t tell me you’d “like to have a service dog.” In order to have a service dog, you must be disabled as defined by US federal law. Every time you say, “I wish I had a service dog,” you’re saying, “I wish I faced the same challenges you do!”

Also, please don’t tell me you “wish your dog could go everywhere with you.” Again, that requires so much more than you think it does, not the least of which is thousands of hours of training and socialization. It’s not easy, and, while my partner is completely worth it, I’d rather not need her.

THE PATH TO BECOMING A SERVICE DOG

Have you ever looked at a service or guide dog working in public and thought, Wow! I wonder how they’re so well behaved! My dogs won’t even come when I call them!

Here’s a little secret: that dog was taught manners, basic obedience, and public access behaviors by someone who could be anyone. Not a dog trainer. Not a professional. Just someone who wants to help others, who loves the service dog cause, and who wants to give back to the community.

It’s oft said in the service dog community that in the chest of every service dog beats the heart of a puppy raiser. Service dogs would not be possible without the hard work of all the volunteers who bravely offer their homes, hearts, lives, and time to a dog who will one day make a difference in the life of someone with a disability. You see, service dogs can’t be raised and raised well in a kennel environment. In order to become service dogs, they have to be extremely stable, calm, and focused while in public, and the only way to do that is to have them in public from a very young age. They also need exposure to a home environment, which just isn’t possible from a kennel facility.

The training that you actively see from working service dogs is actually just the tip of the iceberg. They have beautiful obedience, perform life-changing tasks for their handlers, and they’re dedicated workers. What you don’t see is the foundation—the hundreds and hundreds of hours of careful socialization and reinforcement for relaxed interaction with the world around them. All that foundation work is provided in the home and by the hands of a volunteer puppy raiser.

While puppy raising is a huge part of becoming a service dog, it’s not the only piece. There are several stages to taking a brand-new ball of eight-week-old fluff from “blank slate” to “fully trained assistance dog.” Puppies usually spend fourteen to eighteen months with their puppy raiser before returning to their program for evaluation and an additional three to nine months of dedicated task training. During task training, service and guide dogs learn the invaluable skills that will allow them to help someone who needs them, and then polish the basic training they learned as babies.

Every service and guide dog program has a distinct set of policies, guidelines, and protocols in place for selecting, raising, and training dogs placed through their organization. Some programs, like Guide Dogs for the Blind and OccuPaws, have an in-house breeding program. That means that the puppies and dogs in their program were bred by the program to be service or guide dogs.

Organizations that have in-house breeding programs carefully select parents who have the characteristics that make good service dogs—they’re calm, tranquil, and relaxed. They’re focused on their trainer or partner, but not to the point of it being overbearing. They’re responsive and easy to train, but not over the top about food, toys, or rewards. They have excellent health, structure, and genetics.

Most organizations with breeding programs use “guardian homes” for their breeding stock. The dogs they’re going to breed aren’t placed as service dogs in the field, and they instead live with someone local to the program who loves them, trains them, and provides for their needs. When the program needs the male or female in question, the guardian home brings the dog to the facility or vet for breeding, and once breeding is done, the dog goes home to their guardians. In the case of momma dogs, they will oftentimes remain with the program until the litter is whelped, weaned, and placed.

Once the litter is born, and it’s certain everyone is healthy and happy, many programs use a technique called “early neurological stimulation” to provide the puppies with safe and structured exposure to all kinds of sounds, surfaces, tactile input, touches, and experiences. Early neurological stimulation is also known as “bio sensor” or the “super dog” program.

Dr. Carmen L. Battaglia, a researcher and specialist in canine genetics and development, notes several benefits of ENS, including more tolerance to stress, greater resistance to disease, and better performance in simple problem-solving tests. There are other programs commonly used to provide very young service dog candidates with a solid base to help set them up for success, one of the more widely known and successful of which is called “Puppy Culture.”

Puppies are evaluated constantly so that the program can best place them with a suitable puppy raiser. The program monitors activity level, learning style, and many other factors. In general, puppies go to their puppy raiser around eight to ten weeks of age, and they usually remain with the puppy raiser until they’re fourteen to eighteen months of age.

Quality programs provide excellent support for their puppy raisers. Most require the puppy raiser to attend training classes and specific outings with their puppy. Commonly, they provide written material and guidelines, videos, or other information to help make raising a puppy easier. Oftentimes, there are program-affiliated clubs in the area so everyone who is raising a puppy can work together.

Puppy raisers are responsible for their puppy’s upbringing, care, socialization, and training, unless otherwise noted by their program director. They house and crate train the puppy, get them used to training equipment, and transport the puppy to events, outings, veterinary appointments, evaluations, or anywhere else the puppy needs to go. Once the puppy can safely do so and has the proper skills, service and guide dog puppies in training go everywhere with their raiser—school, work, restaurants, movies, the mall, bookstores, etc.

If you do not work or study from home, your puppy will likely be able to go to work with you after a certain point of training, as long as you do not work in a sterile or high-risk environment. Most programs help you secure permission and formulate a plan to make bringing a puppy to work or school a smooth process.

While some programs will provide all the puppy’s equipment, food, veterinary care, toys, gear, or anything else the puppy needs, some require the puppy raiser to pay for everything out of pocket. Good news, though—any money spent on a service or guide dog in training will likely be tax deductible! Make sure to keep good records and to keep all your receipts, if your program doesn’t provide for everything.

It’s very important to carefully follow the rules and guidelines of your program. Don’t tell yourself, “Oh, it’s just this one time; it won’t matter,” or “That’s such a small thing! Surely it isn’t important!” Service dogs, assistance dogs, and guide dogs aren’t like other dogs. They must be free of temperament flaws, bad manners, and little habits that wouldn’t matter in a pet. Something that doesn’t seem so big to you could mean your puppy is career changed or unable to become a service dog.

For example, many people think it’s funny to let their dogs chase laser pointers, but playing games with lights or laser pointers is expressly forbidden by most major assistance dog organizations. It can create a form of obsessive-compulsive disorder that can’t be untrained, and it often results in the dog getting hyperstimulated or over-aroused by common things in the environment.

Many behaviors, tendencies, and traits can exclude a puppy from graduating from the program. A puppy who barks, growls, grumbles, whines, or vocalizes in public may not be able to become a service dog, though some behavioral issues can certainly be worked on. A puppy who learns to alarm bark likely won’t graduate. A puppy who becomes overly excited about balls or toys may not successfully become a service dog. If a puppy in training is fearful, shy, timid, or scared of something and the issue can’t be fixed, then the puppy in question probably isn’t suitable as an assistance dog.

When it comes to shaping a service dog in training’s behavior, most programs and trainers prioritize calmness, relaxation, and focus above all else.

People are sometimes concerned about the length of time puppies stay with their host family. Fourteen to eighteen months is a long time, after all. However, don’t let the time commitment put you off helping to raise a service or guide dog in training. Puppy sitters keep a puppy for very short periods of time. Sometimes they have a puppy for a few hours (such as when a student has an exam they must focus on or a doctor’s appointment the puppy isn’t ready to attend), for a few days (perhaps the puppy raisers are going on an out-of-state or international trip), or for a few weeks (like during a puppy swap, which is where puppies are rotated to different handlers so they get used to working with others).

Puppy sitters are just as important as puppy raisers, and short-term raising of a service dog in training is oftentimes a great place to start! It allows you to get the training required to be a puppy raiser out of the way, gain some experience, and see if raising a puppy is for you and your family, without the year-and-a-half time commitment.

Other volunteer positions related to training assistance dog puppies include puppy drivers, puppy socializers, or weekend puppy parents. Puppy drivers take puppies to appointments, puppy socializers come and hang out with program puppies or play games with them, and weekend puppy parents take dogs who are in advanced training home for the weekend so that they retain their house manners and get some non-public-access time out of the training facility. It’s important to note that not every program has part-time raising or volunteer positions, but it never hurts to ask!

Every organization has a different system and set of requirements for deciding when a puppy is ready to return to the program for advanced task training. Your program will communicate with you and make expectations clear. Typically, a puppy in training will exhibit calm, relaxed behavior in public, be responsive to basic obedience commands, and be mature enough to handle the intensity of advanced training. Some organizations have puppy raisers assist with some foundation skills like nudging drawers with their nose or hitting a touch lamp with their foot. Other programs do not allow puppy raisers to teach any skills related to future task training.

Many programs have specific milestones for training that puppies should achieve throughout basic training Others use an extensive set of field evaluations and tests, and still others make the decision regarding returning for the next training phase based on other factors.

Regardless of how it’s decided that your puppy is ready to begin advanced training, when it’s time for them to go, it’s always hard. It’s difficult to pour thousands of hours of love, time, companionship, and effort into such an amazing creature, and then have to give them up. However, the puppy that you’ve put so much heart and soul into will, hopefully, go on to give someone their independence, their freedom, their life back. These incredible working dogs make a huge difference to those they’re partnered with, but without puppy raisers, it wouldn’t be possible. So yes, you can expect the tears, but what you usually don’t expect is that they’re oftentimes just as much tears of joy and pride as they are sorrow.

Puppies who have returned to their host program spend several months undergoing formal training to be a service dog, assistance dog, or guide dog. There are dozens of potential tasks a service dog could learn, and guide dogs undergo some of the most rigorous training processes in the canine world. After they complete their advanced training, they are then partnered with a person who needs them. Both the new partner and the newly graduated service or guide dog undergo program-guided training so that they learn to function as a team.

When all is said and done, it takes approximately two years of hard, dedicated work to properly raise and train an assistance animal, regardless of what type of work the dog does. Make no mistake—it’s not easy to train service dogs, but there’s nothing like the satisfaction of knowing you had a hand in giving someone with a disability the opportunity to live their life to the fullest.

BASIC STANDARDS OVERVIEW

There are a few schools around the country that train service dog trainers. Most are small and began with experienced dog trainers (some began with training military working dogs, police dogs, or other working dogs) who moved into training service dogs for disabled individuals and then decided to help train trainers too. Bergin University offers extensive pre- and postgraduate coursework in training service dogs and assistance animals. Many well-known training programs around the country, including Canine Companions for Independence and Guide Dogs for the Blind, offer intensive apprenticeship programs.

Two more great resources for fledging dog trainers are the Association of Professional Dog Trainers (ADPT) and the Certification Council for Professional Dog Trainers (CCPDT). These organizations provide science-centric continuing education and evaluations for professional dog trainers.

There is no state or federally recognized certification for any type of dog trainer, including service dog trainers. Many schools and trainers offer apprenticeships so they can train new trainers. Those training programs may “certify” that they have passed their training course once they graduate.

The service dog community has come up with minimum training standards that most trainers follow. Assistance Dogs International and the International Guide Dog Federation are internationally recognized private organizations, and the small handful of organizations who have earned their prestigious accreditation are the gold standard of service dog training. Unfortunately, those programs aren’t capable of supplying service dogs for every disabled individual. Without other private organizations and trainers, many disabled individuals would be denied service dogs.

ABOUT SERVICE DOGS AND THE ADA

The Americans with Disabilities Act is written to allow disabled individuals to use their service dogs in public with as few barriers as possible. If access were not as open, every building, restaurant, and dry cleaner in the country could stop disabled individuals with their service dogs and demand proof of training. The ADA specifically states that if someone says their dog is a service dog they are to be taken at their word, regardless if it has been certified by a state or other authority.

The ADA states in section § 35.136 Service animals part (f) “A public entity shall not require documentation, such as proof that the animal has been certified, trained, or licensed as a Service animal.”

The ADA is also laid out so that disabled individuals may train their own service dogs. Program-trained dogs can be very expensive—some may cost more than $10,000. It eliminates animals other than dogs and miniature horses and officially includes psychiatric service dogs which can help with severe depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In this case, though, access is contingent on the dog being trained in specific tasks to help mitigate the handler’s disability; emotional support or comfort wouldn’t qualify.

SERVICE DOG HISTORY

Humans have used working dogs for millennia, but it’s only recently, within the last hundred years or so, that trained dogs have been used specifically to help individuals with disabilities. Dogs and humans have served as partners from the very beginning of time, though, starting with a symbiotic relationship between the earliest humans and wolves. The humans tossed scraps to the wolves, and, in turn, the wolves gradually drifted closer and closer to camp and helped sound the alarm when intruders were near. Eventually, the humans and wolves started hunting together, and their relationship deepened.

With time, dogs and humans developed a bond, and the first domesticated dog breeds started to emerge. Many of these creatures were still distinctly wolf-looking with prick ears, long muzzles, and very keen senses, but they helped pull heavy loads, keep livestock safe, and catch prey. Hound breeds came along next, starting with the long and lean racing hounds, and then as hound breeds started to diversify, the domesticated dog was well on its way toward no longer being “wild.” The historical process of domestication and of specification (the process of breeding dogs specifically for certain looks and purposes) is complex, but fascinating.

After a natural alliance started to form between dogs and humans, and once humans started to breed dogs for specific purposes, it was only a matter of time before humans began to use dogs for work other than drafting, herding, and hunting. It’s not exactly known when, exactly, dogs first started to perform service work for humans, although it’s been speculated that it happened at some point early in building the relationship between humans and dogs. The History Channel did an exposé on the history of service dogs, and Jennie Cohen, the author of their online piece, “Assistance Dogs: Learning New Tricks For Centuries,” notes that “the earliest evidence of such partnerships—a fresco in which a blind man is led by his dog, discovered amid the ruins of the ancient Roman city Herculaneum—dates back to the first century AD. European wood carvings and Chinese scroll paintings from the Middle Ages depict similar scenes.”

Even earlier than that, a grave was unearthed around Pompeii containing the bones of a human and a dog together, along with a mural of a clearly blind man being escorted by a dog. That was around AD 79, and even though there’s no doubt that individuals were somehow managing to get their dogs to help them with various disabilities, there was no systematic training process or widespread use yet.

At some point in the early 1300s, dogs were employed in ancient France as civil patrol partners. The dogs were partnered with specialized officers, and they patrolled the perimeter of the city of Saint Malo. No one knows precisely when this practice started, only that the canine patrols ceased in 1770 due to the death of a naval officer. This is one of the first recorded instances of dogs and humans partnering together, outside of hunting, herding, and drafting, to achieve better results than either canine or human could obtain on their own. There’s no doubt dogs were used as guards and alarms long before this, but the French civil patrols provided specialized training to their dogs and officers, which is what sets this instance apart.

In the mid-to-late 1700s, a hospital in Paris began attempting to use dogs to help visually impaired individuals. While these dogs were not precisely “guide dogs,” this was, nevertheless, the first systematic attempt to partner dogs with disabled humans so that the result would be increased independence or function. A few years later, a blind Austrian, Josef Riesinger, trained a Spitz-type dog to such high levels of guide work that people questioned whether or not Riesinger was actually disabled!

In 1819, the founder of the Vienna Institute For the Education of the Blind, Johann Wilhelm Klein, published a textbook that described and documented his methodologies for training guide dogs, which included the use of a rigid leash that provided feedback to the person on the other end and suggested that poodles and shepherds were the best breeds to use.

Throughout the 1800s, there were many documented attempts of people or organizations training guide dogs, particularly in Europe. However, it wasn’t until the early 1900s that the modern-day guide dog, and thus service dog, movement actually kicked off. After World War I, thousands of soldiers were returning home from battle blinded, deaf, or otherwise severely injured. Blindness was one of the most common injuries, however, due to the widespread and crude deployments of poison gas.

In a post–World War I hospital, a German doctor, Dr. Gerhard Stalling, left a patient with his personal dog for a bit while he was attending to an errand, and upon his return, he noticed that the patient was far calmer, more relaxed, and more willing to comply with treatment and therapy. It was then that Dr. Stalling decided to test the idea of partnering the wounded soldiers en masse with specially trained guide dogs. He sourced his dogs from the hundreds of collies who had been trained to search for wounded soldiers and to serve as messengers for the ambulance and medical services.

While Dr. Stalling wasn’t a dog trainer by trade or profession, he nevertheless began exploring means to produce functional guide dogs and, in 1816, established the first guide dog school. Based in Oldenburg, Germany, the school rapidly grew and soon had branches in nine other European cities. The school began turning out guide dogs to the tune of six hundred dogs a year, and within a short time, they were placing dogs not only in Europe but also in the United States, Canada, and the Soviet Union.

Dr. Stalling’s school for guide dogs closed in 1926, but, by this time, other schools had opened and, using new and cutting-edge training techniques, were producing full-fledged guide dogs. Some of their work in training development and guide dog methodology is still used to this day, and the foundation they provided the guide dog training world proved invaluable as the service dog movement progressed. In 1926 to 1927, a wealthy American, Dorothy Eustis, traveled to Europe to spend several months studying the methods and training programs practiced by the training centers, and in October 1927, she wrote a widely circulated piece published in the Saturday Evening Post on what she had learned, observed, and seen at the European schools for guide dogs.

The article attracted the attention of a blind American named Morris Frank, who was quite excited about what he’d read. He reached out to Dorothy and told her he wanted to play a part in introducing these wonderful dogs to America. Dorothy was on board with the idea, and she trained her very first guide dog, Kiss, who was later renamed Buddy, for Morris. Morris and Buddy were believed to be the first American guide dog team.

In 1929, Morris and Dorothy founded the first American guide dog organization, The Seeing Eye, Inc. This school is one of the only modern guide dog training organizations in the world to have stood the test of time, and it is the longest continuously operating guide dog school in the world that is still training guide dogs today. By 1931, Dorothy had trained four guide dog instructors, two of which began working at the New Jersey-based Seeing Eye school. The other two instructors traveled to the European and British branches of The Seeing Eye, which was only one of many guide dog schools in Europe by this point.

In 1934, the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, or the GDBA, was established.

In 1971, while she was traveling and working in the Middle East, Dr. Bonita “Bonnie” Bergin discovered that dogs could be trained to help people with disabilities other than blindness. In 1975, she brought the concept of service dogs as we know it today back to the United States. She founded the nonprofit organization Canine Companions for Independence to train and partner mobility assistance dogs, and now Canine Companions is the largest provider of service and assistance dogs in the United States. She conducted a vast amount of research on and related to the service dog field, which left the service dog world with knowledge on selecting potential candidates, evaluating them for success, partnering them with a disabled handler, and so much more.

Furthermore, Dr. Bergin went on to play in instrumental part in establishing Assistance Dogs International, or ADI, based on the belief that organizations who train assistance dogs of any kind, including service, guide, and hearing dogs, should have a platform from which they could communicate, share ideas, and come together. ADI, founded in 1987, provides standards, codes of ethics, and a benchmark for assistance dog programs of all kinds, all over the world. They also maintain a huge bank of resources and knowledge available for those in the service dog community.

Bergin also is responsible for founding several other service dog–related organizations, including one that works to provide grants for low-income individuals to get service dogs (the Assistance Dog United Campaign) and another (the International Association of Assistance Dog Partners) that provides many benefits to working service and guide dog teams, including vouchers for routine health care and other needs.

She was asked by the US Department of Justice to assist them with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and in 1990, service dog laws as we know them came into being. When partnered with an individual with a disability, specially trained dogs were now able to accompany their handler anywhere members of the general public could go. The ADA was a huge step forward for disabled individuals, and there’s no doubt in the world that Dr. Bergin was a pioneer in establishing the modern-day service dog movement in America.

Prior to the ADA, though, there was the Air Carrier Access Act of 1986, which granted access to all commercial airline carriers and planes to individuals with disabilities who travel with service dogs, and the Fair Housing Amendments Act of 1988, which prohibited housing discrimination based solely on a person’s disability, including the presence or lack thereof of a service animal.

In 2009, International Assistance Dog Week was created to celebrate the incredible and near-magical work assistance dogs do, and to bring to light the way in which these special and highly trained dogs bring independence and peace of mind to their handlers and their communities. In 2010, the Americans with Disabilities Act was rewritten to further define “Service Animal” and to answer questions about their access, and those changes were enacted in March 2011.

Service dogs as we know them today didn’t just happen—they’re the result of tireless toil and work on the part of hundreds, if not thousands, of people, many of whose names have been lost to history. From the beginning of time, dogs have partnered with humans, but it’s only recently they’ve actually worked to improve the lives of people with disabilities other than visual impairment.

Today, there are more than ten thousand guide dog teams in North America alone. There are thousands of other types of service dog teams, including medical assistance dogs, seizure assistance dogs, diabetic alert dogs, mobility support dogs, allergen alert dogs, psychiatric service dogs, and autism assistance dogs. There is no central registry or census of the service dog community, so no exact numbers can be provided.

History is still being written, and anyone currently in the service dog community is part of it. There’s so much room for this field to grow and flourish, which is why it’s especially important to always serve as an ambassador and to uphold high standards of behavior and training. What we do today affects the working dog teams of tomorrow.

SERVICE DOG LEGALITIES

NORTH AMERICA

Every state in the United States determines its own service dog law and team access rights. Generally, whichever version of the law (federal or state) is most accommodating, with the most benefits or rights conferred, is used in any given state. However, regardless of what state law says, federal law and disability access rights trump it. Some states further regulate service dog teams and their access rights on the county or city
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