how to train your dog as a therapy dog

How to train your dog as a therapy dog is a rewarding endeavor that not only enhances the dog's
skills but also enriches the lives of those they help. Therapy dogs provide comfort, support, and
companionship to individuals in hospitals, nursing homes, schools, and various therapeutic settings. If
you're considering this journey, understanding the training process and requirements is essential.
This guide will outline the necessary steps, skills, and considerations for successfully training your dog
as a therapy dog.

Understanding the Role of a Therapy Dog

Before diving into the training specifics, it’s crucial to understand what a therapy dog does. Unlike
service dogs, which perform specific tasks for individuals with disabilities, therapy dogs are trained to
provide emotional support and comfort to multiple people in various environments. They participate
in activities such as:

e Visiting hospitals and nursing homes

e Assisting in schools for children with special needs

e Participating in community events to promote mental well-being

e Engaging in therapy sessions with licensed professionals

Assessing Your Dog’s Suitability

Not every dog is suited for the role of a therapy dog. It's important to assess your dog’s temperament
and behavior before beginning training. Consider the following traits:

Temperament Traits

e Calmness: Therapy dogs must remain calm in various environments, especially amidst noise
and distractions.

* Friendly disposition: A friendly and sociable attitude towards strangers is vital.

* Non-aggressive behavior: Dogs should have a non-aggressive nature and be comfortable
around different people and animals.

e Trainability: The ability to learn commands and follow instructions is essential for effective



therapy work.

Age and Health Considerations

- Ensure your dog is at least one year old, as younger dogs may not have the necessary maturity.
- Regular veterinary check-ups are essential to confirm your dog’s health and suitability for therapy
work.

Basic Training Foundations

Before embarking on therapy-specific training, your dog should master basic obedience commands.
This foundational training is crucial for ensuring your dog can follow instructions in various settings.

Essential Commands to Teach

1. Sit

2. Stay

3. Come
4. Down
5. Leave it
6. Heel

Utilize positive reinforcement methods such as treats, praise, and playtime to encourage your dog to
learn these commands effectively.

Socialization and Exposure

Socialization is a critical component of preparing your dog for therapy work. Expose your dog to
different environments, people, and other pets. This will help them become accustomed to new
experiences and reduce anxiety in unfamiliar situations.

Socialization Activities

- Take your dog to parks where they can interact with other dogs and people.
- Arrange playdates with other friendly dogs.

- Visit stores that allow dogs, such as pet supply shops or outdoor cafes.

- Attend community events with large crowds.



Therapy Dog Training Programs

Once your dog has mastered basic commands and socialization, consider enrolling in a therapy dog
training program. These programs are designed to teach specific skills needed for therapy work.

Types of Training Programs

- Group Classes: These classes provide a supportive environment for both dogs and handlers to learn
together.

- Private Training Sessions: Tailored one-on-one sessions can address specific needs and challenges.
- Online Courses: Many reputable organizations offer online courses that cover the fundamentals of
therapy dog training.

Certification and Evaluation

After completing the training, your dog may need to undergo an evaluation or certification process to
become an officially recognized therapy dog. Various organizations offer certification, and the
requirements may vary.

Steps to Certification

1. Choose a Certification Organization: Research organizations such as Therapy Dogs International
(TDI) or Pet Partners.

2. Complete Required Training: Ensure you and your dog have completed the necessary training
programs.

3. Schedule an Evaluation: Most organizations require an evaluation to assess your dog’s behavior
and skills in a simulated therapy situation.

4. Submit Application and Fees: After passing the evaluation, submit your application and any
required fees for certification.

Preparing for Therapy Dog Visits

Once certified, you'll want to prepare for therapy dog visits. Understanding how to handle your dog in
various settings is crucial for a successful experience.

What to Bring

- Therapy Dog Vest: Many organizations provide or require a vest with identification for therapy dogs.
- Leash and Collar: Use a sturdy leash and a well-fitting collar to maintain control.
- Water and Bowl: Keep your dog hydrated, especially during long visits.



- Treats: Use treats for positive reinforcement during visits.
- First Aid Kit: Carry a basic first aid kit for any unexpected situations.

Etiquette During Visits

- Follow Facility Rules: Each facility may have specific guidelines regarding therapy dog visits.

- Observe Your Dog: Be attentive to your dog’s body language and ensure they’re comfortable.

- Interact Appropriately: Allow patients or residents to approach your dog, but ensure it's a safe and
comfortable interaction for everyone involved.

Maintaining Your Dog’s Training and Certification

To ensure your therapy dog remains effective and certified, ongoing training and socialization are
vital. Regular refreshers on commands and continued exposure to different environments will help
maintain their skills.

Ongoing Training Tips

- Schedule regular practice sessions at home.
- Continue attending training classes or workshops.
- Seek feedback from other handlers and trainers to improve your approach.

Conclusion

Training your dog as a therapy dog is a fulfilling journey that requires patience, commitment, and
a love for helping others. By following the steps outlined in this guide, you can prepare your dog for a
meaningful role in providing comfort and support to those in need. Remember, the impact your
therapy dog can have on individuals' lives is immeasurable, making this effort worthwhile. Start this
rewarding journey today and witness the incredible bond that forms through this unique partnership.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the basic requirements for a dog to become a
therapy dog?

A therapy dog should be friendly, calm, and well-socialized. They should have basic obedience
training and be comfortable around people and other animals. Additionally, certain breeds or
temperaments may be more suitable, but any dog can potentially become a therapy dog with the
right training.



How do | start training my dog for therapy work?

Begin with basic obedience training, teaching commands like sit, stay, and come. Gradually introduce
your dog to different environments, people, and situations to ensure they are comfortable and well-
adjusted. Socialization is key, so expose your dog to various settings and people of all ages.

What certifications are necessary for a dog to work as a
therapy dog?

While certification is not legally required, obtaining a certification from a recognized therapy dog
organization can enhance credibility. Organizations like the Alliance of Therapy Dogs or Pet Partners
provide evaluations and training to ensure your dog meets the necessary standards.

How can | assess if my dog has the right temperament for
therapy work?

Look for traits such as friendliness, patience, and a calm demeanor. Observe how your dog interacts
with strangers, children, and other animals. A good therapy dog should be non-aggressive, responsive
to commands, and able to remain calm in busy or stressful environments.

What are some common training techniques for therapy dogs?

Positive reinforcement is the most effective training technique. Use treats, praise, and play to
encourage desired behaviors. Desensitization exercises can help your dog acclimate to different
stimuli, while practice sessions in various settings can build confidence.

How often should | train my dog for therapy work?

Regular training sessions, ideally several times a week, are important. Short, consistent training
sessions (10-15 minutes) can be more effective than longer ones. Additionally, ongoing socialization
and practice in real-world settings should be part of the routine.

What should | do if my dog shows signs of anxiety during
training?

If your dog shows anxiety, take a step back and assess the situation. Reduce exposure to
overwhelming stimuli and allow your dog to acclimate at their own pace. Consider using calming

techniques such as gentle petting or offering treats, and consult a professional trainer if anxiety
persists.
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