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How to Train Your Puppy to Be a Therapy Dog

Training your puppy to be a therapy dog is a rewarding journey that requires
patience, dedication, and love. Therapy dogs play a crucial role in providing
comfort and support to individuals in various settings, such as hospitals,
schools, and nursing homes. Unlike service dogs, therapy dogs are not trained
to perform specific tasks for individuals with disabilities; instead, they
offer emotional support and companionship to many people. This article will
guide you through the process of training your puppy to become a certified
therapy dog, covering essential skills, training techniques, and the
necessary certifications.

Understanding Therapy Dogs

Before delving into the training process, it’s essential to understand what a
therapy dog is and the responsibilities they hold. Therapy dogs are trained
to interact with people in therapeutic settings, providing emotional support
and comfort. Here are some key points to keep in mind:

- Difference from Service Dogs: Therapy dogs assist multiple individuals and
do not have the same legal rights and access as service dogs. Service dogs
are trained to perform specific tasks for individuals with disabilities.
- Types of Therapy: Therapy dogs can work in various environments, including
hospitals, schools, and rehabilitation centers, offering support to patients,
students, and the elderly.

Choosing the Right Puppy

Not all dogs are suited for therapy work. When selecting a puppy, consider
the following factors:

Temperament

- Calm and Friendly: Look for a puppy that exhibits a calm demeanor and is
friendly towards strangers and other animals.
- Socialization: Puppies should be curious and open to new experiences, which
is essential for their interaction with diverse populations.



Breed Considerations

While any dog can become a therapy dog, certain breeds tend to excel in this
role:

- Labrador Retrievers
- Golden Retrievers
- Poodles
- Beagles
- Cavalier King Charles Spaniels

These breeds are generally known for their gentle nature and sociability.

Basic Training Foundations

Before your puppy can become a therapy dog, it must master basic obedience
commands. Basic training lays the groundwork for more advanced skills.

Essential Commands

Teach your puppy the following commands:

1. Sit
2. Stay
3. Come
4. Down
5. Leave it

Training Techniques

- Positive Reinforcement: Reward your puppy with treats, praise, or playtime
for obeying commands to create a positive association with learning.
- Consistency: Use the same commands and gestures each time to avoid
confusing your puppy.
- Short Sessions: Keep training sessions short (5-10 minutes) to maintain
your puppy's interest and focus.

Socialization: The Key to Success

Socialization is crucial for a therapy dog. Exposing your puppy to various
environments, people, and animals helps them become well-adjusted and
confident.



Steps to Socialize Your Puppy

1. Introduce New Environments: Take your puppy to parks, busy streets, and
pet-friendly stores.
2. Meet Different People: Encourage your puppy to interact with individuals
of all ages, including children and elderly people.
3. Exposure to Other Animals: Arrange playdates with other dogs to help your
puppy learn appropriate social behaviors.
4. Sound Exposure: Introduce your puppy to different sounds, such as sirens,
crowds, and loud noises, to prevent anxiety in busy settings.

Advanced Training for Therapy Work

Once your puppy has mastered basic commands and socialization, it’s time to
move on to more complex training tailored for therapy work.

Specific Skills for Therapy Dogs

- Gentle Greeting: Teach your dog to approach people calmly and gently,
avoiding jumping or excessive excitement.
- Staying Calm in Different Settings: Practice having your puppy remain calm
in various environments, like hospitals or schools.
- Tolerating Handling: Train your puppy to accept being petted, hugged, and
handled by different people, including those who may be unsteady or using
mobility devices.

Obedience Classes and Therapy Dog Training Programs

Consider enrolling your puppy in obedience classes or specialized therapy dog
training programs. These classes can provide structured training and valuable
socialization opportunities.

Certification Process

To work as a therapy dog, your puppy will need to be certified. The
certification process can vary depending on the organization you choose.

Steps to Certification

1. Select a Certification Organization: Research organizations such as:



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

2. Complete Training: Ensure your puppy has completed the necessary training
and socialization requirements.

3. Pass the Evaluation: Most organizations will require your puppy to pass an
evaluation that tests their behavior, obedience, and temperament in various
scenarios.

4. Health Check: Your puppy may need a health check by a veterinarian to
ensure they are fit to work as a therapy dog.

5. Ongoing Education: Once certified, continue to provide your dog with
training and experiences to keep their skills sharp.

Maintaining Your Therapy Dog’s Skills

After certification, it’s essential to maintain your therapy dog’s skills and
ensure they remain comfortable in their role.

Regular Training and Refreshers

- Routine Practice: Dedicate time each week to practice commands and skills.
- Exposure to New Situations: Continue exposing your dog to new environments
and challenges to keep them adaptable.

Emotional Well-being of Your Dog

Being a therapy dog can be demanding. Monitor your dog’s emotional well-being
and watch for signs of stress or fatigue. Ensure they have time to relax and
play outside of their therapy work.

Conclusion

Training your puppy to be a therapy dog is a fulfilling endeavor that
benefits not only your dog but also the many individuals they will help. By
laying a strong foundation of obedience, socialization, and advanced
training, you can prepare your puppy for the rewarding role of a therapy dog.
Remember to stay patient and positive throughout the process, and enjoy the
journey of building a strong bond with your furry companion. Whether visiting
a hospital or comforting a student in a classroom, your therapy dog can make



a significant difference in the lives of those they encounter.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the essential qualities a puppy should have
to be trained as a therapy dog?
A puppy should be friendly, calm, sociable, and eager to please. It should
also be adaptable to different environments and people, showing a natural
inclination to comfort others.

What basic obedience commands should a puppy learn
before therapy dog training?
A puppy should master basic commands such as sit, stay, come, down, and heel.
These commands establish a foundation for more advanced therapy dog
behaviors.

How can socialization help in training a puppy to be
a therapy dog?
Socialization exposes the puppy to various people, environments, and
situations, helping them become more comfortable and confident. This
experience is crucial for a therapy dog, as they will encounter diverse
settings and individuals.

What is the role of positive reinforcement in
training a therapy dog?
Positive reinforcement, such as treats and praise, encourages desired
behaviors and strengthens the bond between the trainer and the puppy. It
helps the puppy associate training with positive experiences, making them
more willing to learn.

How long does it typically take to train a puppy to
become a therapy dog?
The training duration can vary, but it generally takes 6 months to 1 year to
prepare a puppy for therapy dog certification, depending on the puppy's age,
temperament, and prior training experience.

What certifications or registrations are needed for



a puppy to work as a therapy dog?
While requirements vary by organization, most therapy dog programs require a
temperament evaluation and a certification from a recognized therapy dog
organization after completing training. It’s essential to check specific
requirements in your area.
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