
how to get my dog to become a therapy
dog
How to get my dog to become a therapy dog is a question many pet owners ponder,
especially those who want to share their dog's unique temperament and affection with
individuals in need. Therapy dogs play a vital role in various settings, including hospitals,
schools, and nursing homes, providing comfort, companionship, and support. This article
will guide you through the steps required to train your dog for therapy work, the
necessary certifications, and the qualities that make a dog suitable for this important role.

Understanding the Role of a Therapy Dog

Before embarking on the journey to becoming a therapy dog team, it is essential to
understand what a therapy dog does. Unlike service dogs, which are trained to perform
specific tasks for individuals with disabilities, therapy dogs provide emotional support and
comfort to a wider audience. They often work alongside their handlers, visiting schools,
hospitals, and other facilities where their presence can make a significant difference.

The Benefits of Therapy Dogs

Therapy dogs offer numerous benefits, including:

- Emotional Support: They help reduce anxiety and stress, providing a calming presence.
- Social Interaction: Therapy dogs encourage communication and interaction among
patients and clients.
- Physical Benefits: Interacting with a dog can lower blood pressure and improve overall
well-being.
- Motivation: They can motivate individuals in therapy sessions, particularly in physical
rehabilitation.

Qualities of a Good Therapy Dog

Not every dog is suited for therapy work. Here are some traits that make a dog an ideal
candidate:

1. Calm Temperament: A therapy dog should be calm and relaxed in various situations,
including busy environments.
2. Friendly Disposition: Dogs should be sociable and open to meeting new people,
including those with disabilities or anxiety issues.
3. Good Manners: Basic obedience is crucial. Dogs should be well-behaved and responsive
to commands.
4. Tolerance for Handling: Therapy dogs must be comfortable with being petted, hugged,



and sometimes even treated in ways that may be unfamiliar.
5. Stable Health: A therapy dog should be in good health and up-to-date on vaccinations to
ensure the safety of those they visit.

Steps to Train Your Dog as a Therapy Dog

Training your dog to become a therapy dog involves several steps. Here’s how to go about
it:

1. Assess Your Dog’s Temperament

Before beginning training, evaluate your dog’s temperament. Observe how your dog
reacts to new experiences, people, and other animals. If your dog shows signs of
aggression, fear, or anxiety in unfamiliar situations, it may not be the right candidate for
therapy work.

2. Basic Obedience Training

Start with basic obedience training. Your dog should master fundamental commands such
as:

- Sit
- Stay
- Come
- Down
- Leave it

Utilize positive reinforcement techniques such as treats and praise to encourage desired
behaviors. Consistent training will help build a solid foundation for further therapy-
specific training.

3. Socialization

Socialization is crucial for therapy dogs. Expose your dog to various environments, people,
and situations. Here are some tips for effective socialization:

- Take your dog to parks, pet-friendly stores, and dog-friendly events.
- Introduce your dog to different types of people, including children, elderly individuals,
and those with disabilities.
- Allow your dog to interact with other well-behaved dogs to enhance their social skills.



4. Advanced Training

Once your dog has mastered basic commands and socialization, consider enrolling in
advanced training classes. Look for courses specifically designed for therapy dog
preparation. These classes often cover:

- Skills for interacting with individuals in various settings
- Techniques for remaining calm in stressful situations
- Specific behaviors needed during visits (e.g., staying in one place, not jumping on
people)

5. Practice Therapy Scenarios

Simulate therapy scenarios to help your dog become accustomed to the environment in
which they will be working. Practice:

- Visiting hospitals or nursing homes (if permitted)
- Meeting people in wheelchairs or with mobility aids
- Encountering loud noises and sudden movements

6. Certification and Evaluation

After your dog has completed training, the next step is to get certified. Various
organizations offer therapy dog certification, such as:

- Pet Partners
- Alliance of Therapy Dogs
- Therapy Dogs International

The certification process usually involves:

- A behavior evaluation to ensure your dog meets the necessary criteria.
- A test of your dog's ability to perform required tasks and follow commands in a
controlled environment.
- An interview or observation of your interactions with your dog to assess your teamwork.

Preparing for Therapy Dog Visits

Once your dog is certified, you’ll need to prepare for therapy dog visits. Here are some
steps to ensure smooth visits:



1. Understand the Environment

Each facility has its protocols and expectations for therapy dog visits. Familiarize yourself
with the rules of the organizations you will be visiting, including:

- Areas where dogs are allowed
- Any specific restrictions (e.g., no petting allowed in certain situations)
- Safety protocols

2. Pack Necessary Supplies

Before each visit, prepare a bag with essential items, including:

- Leash and collar or harness
- A water bowl and water
- Treats for your dog
- Waste bags for clean-up
- A first-aid kit for both you and your dog
- A blanket or mat for your dog to sit on if needed

3. Maintain Your Dog’s Health

Regular veterinary check-ups are crucial to ensure your dog stays healthy, especially when
visiting facilities with vulnerable populations. Keep vaccinations current and monitor your
dog for any signs of illness.

Building a Routine

Once you start visiting different facilities, it’s essential to establish a routine for your
therapy dog. This routine might include:

- Scheduling regular visits to maintain consistency.
- Keeping a log of visits to track your dog’s progress and experiences.
- Reflecting on each visit to assess what worked well and what could be improved.

Challenges and Considerations

Training your dog to become a therapy dog can be a rewarding journey, but it also comes
with challenges. Here are some common considerations:

- Time Commitment: Training and socializing your dog requires time and dedication. Be
prepared for a lengthy training process.



- Emotional Impact: Working with individuals facing various challenges can be emotionally
taxing. Ensure you and your dog are both equipped to handle the emotional aspects of
therapy work.
- Burnout: Regular visits may lead to burnout for both you and your dog. Monitor your
dog’s behavior and energy levels, and take breaks as needed.

Conclusion

In conclusion, how to get my dog to become a therapy dog involves a comprehensive
approach that includes training, socialization, certification, and regular visits. By
understanding the role of therapy dogs, recognizing the qualities that make a good
candidate, and investing time in proper training and preparation, you can help your dog
make a positive impact on the lives of others. The journey may be challenging, but the
rewards of seeing the joy and comfort your dog brings to those in need will undoubtedly
make it worthwhile.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the basic requirements for my dog to become
a therapy dog?
To become a therapy dog, your dog should be at least one year old, well-behaved, friendly,
and sociable with people and other animals. They should also have basic obedience
training and be comfortable in various environments.

What training does my dog need to undergo to become a
therapy dog?
Your dog needs to complete obedience training and may benefit from specialized therapy
dog training programs that teach them how to interact appropriately in settings like
hospitals, schools, or nursing homes.

How do I choose the right therapy dog certification
organization?
Research different certification organizations by checking their reputation, training
standards, and the type of evaluations they conduct. Popular organizations include Pet
Partners and Therapy Dogs International.

What is the process to get my dog certified as a therapy
dog?
The process typically involves attending a training course, passing a temperament
evaluation, and completing a certification test. Once certified, you may need to register



with an organization for therapy dog visits.

Can all dog breeds become therapy dogs?
While many breeds can become therapy dogs, the ideal candidates are usually friendly,
calm, and adaptable. Breeds like Golden Retrievers, Labradors, and Poodles are commonly
used, but individual temperament is more important than breed.
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