
Becoming a Therapy Dog Team: A
Comprehensive Guide and Advice
In the realm of providing comfort and support, therapy dog teams play an
invaluable role. These exceptional dogs, together with their dedicated
handlers, offer a unique healing touch to individuals facing challenges,
bringing joy, affection, and a sense of well-being.

Becoming a therapy dog team is a rewarding and transformative
experience. However, the path to certification requires careful
consideration, preparation, and unwavering commitment. This
comprehensive guide will provide you with a step-by-step overview of the
process, along with valuable advice and insights to help you and your
canine companion embark on this fulfilling journey.
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Essential Steps

1. Choosing the Right Dog
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The foundation of a successful therapy dog team lies in selecting a dog
with the ideal temperament and skillset. Look for dogs that are naturally
friendly, gentle, and eager to please. They should be comfortable
interacting with people of all ages and backgrounds, and possess a stable
and non-aggressive demeanor.

2. Training and Certification

Thorough training is vital to ensure the safety and effectiveness of therapy
dog teams. Most organizations require dogs to pass a basic obedience
course before they can begin specific therapy dog training. This training
typically covers socialization, handling, and specific commands relevant to
therapeutic work.

Once the dog has completed the basic training, the team must undergo
certification through a recognized organization, such as the Alliance of
Therapy Dogs or Therapy Dogs International. The certification process
involves an evaluation of the dog's temperament, skills, and the handler's
knowledge and abilities.

3. Finding Opportunities

With certification in hand, the next step is to find opportunities to provide
therapy services. Reach out to local hospitals, nursing homes, schools, and
other facilities that welcome therapy dog teams. You can also register with
organizations that specialize in connecting therapy dog teams with
individuals and groups in need.

Role of the Handler

The handler plays a crucial role in the success of a therapy dog team. The
handler's responsibility extends beyond training the dog; it also involves



ensuring the dog's well-being, managing interactions, and creating a safe
and comfortable environment for the individuals receiving therapy.

Handlers should possess empathy, patience, and the ability to assess
situations and respond appropriately. They should be skilled in observing
the dog's body language and ensuring that the dog is not overwhelmed or
stressed.

Benefits of Therapy Dog Teams

The benefits of therapy dog teams are far-reaching and have been
scientifically proven. These teams have been shown to provide:

Reduced stress and anxiety

Improved mood and sense of well-being

Enhanced social interaction and communication

Increased physical activity and mobility

Support for emotional and behavioral challenges

In hospitals, therapy dog teams provide comfort and companionship to
patients, reducing feelings of isolation and fear. In schools, they help
children develop empathy, compassion, and social skills. In nursing homes,
they bring joy and laughter to residents, reducing loneliness and improving
quality of life.

Advice and Tips

Here are some additional tips and advice to help you and your therapy dog
team thrive:



Start slowly and gradually expose your dog to new environments and
situations.

Be patient and consistent with training, using positive reinforcement
and rewards.

Observe your dog's body language and take breaks when needed.

Be respectful of the individuals you visit and adhere to the rules and
regulations of the facility.

Take care of your own well-being; therapy work can be emotionally
demanding at times.

Becoming a therapy dog team is a journey filled with joy, purpose, and the
opportunity to make a meaningful difference in the lives of others. By
following the steps outlined in this guide, choosing the right dog, providing
thorough training, and embracing the role of the handler, you and your
canine companion can embark on this rewarding path and bring comfort,
support, and healing to those who need it most.
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