
Dog Training To Become A Therapy Dog

Dog training to become a therapy dog is an essential process that requires dedication, patience,
and the right techniques to ensure your canine companion is well-prepared to provide emotional
support and comfort to those in need. Therapy dogs play a vital role in various environments,
including hospitals, nursing homes, schools, and disaster relief situations. This article will guide you
through the steps involved in training your dog to become a therapy dog, the qualities needed, and
the benefits of having a therapy dog.

Understanding Therapy Dogs

Before diving into the training process, it is crucial to understand what a therapy dog is and how it
differs from other types of dogs, such as service dogs and emotional support animals.

What is a Therapy Dog?

Therapy dogs are specially trained canines that provide comfort and support to individuals in various
therapeutic settings. Unlike service dogs, which are trained to perform specific tasks for individuals
with disabilities, therapy dogs focus on providing emotional support and companionship. They do not



have public access rights as service dogs do, but they can visit hospitals, schools, and other facilities
under the supervision of their handlers.

Difference Between Therapy Dogs, Service Dogs, and
Emotional Support Animals

- Service Dogs: Trained to perform specific tasks for individuals with disabilities (e.g., guiding the
visually impaired, alerting deaf individuals, etc.). They have legal access rights under the ADA
(Americans with Disabilities Act).
- Emotional Support Animals: Provide comfort to individuals with emotional or psychological
conditions. They do not require any specific training and do not have the same access rights as
service dogs.
- Therapy Dogs: Trained to provide comfort and affection to a wide range of people in various
settings. They work under the direction of their handlers and do not have the same legal rights as
service dogs.

Qualities of a Good Therapy Dog

Not every dog is suitable for therapy work. Here are some essential qualities to look for in a
potential therapy dog:

Calm Temperament: Therapy dogs should exhibit a calm demeanor, especially in stressful
environments.

Friendly Personality: A therapy dog must be sociable and enjoy interacting with people of all
ages.

Good Health: Regular check-ups and vaccinations are critical to ensure the dog is healthy
and free from contagious diseases.

Trainability: The dog should be eager to learn and respond well to commands.

Non-aggressive Nature: Therapy dogs must be gentle and tolerant, avoiding any aggressive
behavior towards people or other animals.

Steps to Train Your Dog as a Therapy Dog

Training your dog to become a therapy dog involves a series of steps that build on basic obedience
training. Here’s a comprehensive guide to help you through the process:



1. Basic Obedience Training

Before your dog can become a therapy dog, it must master basic obedience commands. These
commands form the foundation of all further training. Important commands include:

- Sit
- Stay
- Come
- Down
- Leave it
- Heel

Using positive reinforcement techniques, such as treats and praise, can make this training effective
and enjoyable for your dog.

2. Socialization

Socializing your dog is critical for therapy work. Expose your dog to different environments, people,
and other animals. This exposure helps your dog develop confidence and adaptability.

- Take your dog to parks, pet stores, and busy streets.
- Arrange playdates with other friendly dogs.
- Introduce your dog to people of different ages and backgrounds.

3. Advanced Training

Once your dog has mastered basic obedience and socialization, it’s time to move on to advanced
training. This training should include:

- Desensitization: Teach your dog to remain calm in various environments that might be noisy or
chaotic.
- Mild Distraction Training: Practice commands in the presence of distractions, such as other dogs,
loud noises, or busy crowds.
- Therapeutic Exercises: Introduce exercises that mimic therapy scenarios, such as visiting a nursing
home or hospital setting.

4. Certification and Evaluation

After completing the necessary training, it’s time to have your dog evaluated by a reputable therapy
dog organization. This evaluation usually includes:

- A test of obedience and responsiveness.
- An assessment of the dog’s behavior in different scenarios, such as interacting with strangers and
coping with loud noises.



- A final approval from a certified evaluator, which may require an observation period in a
therapeutic setting.

5. Continuing Education

Just like humans, dogs benefit from ongoing training and socialization. Continue to reinforce learned
behaviors and expose your dog to new experiences to keep them well-prepared for therapy work.

Benefits of Having a Therapy Dog

The presence of therapy dogs can significantly impact the well-being of individuals in various
settings. Here are some of the key benefits:

Emotional Support: Therapy dogs provide comfort, reduce anxiety, and enhance emotional
well-being for those in stressful situations.

Social Interaction: They encourage socialization and foster connections between individuals,
which can be particularly beneficial in schools and nursing homes.

Physical Health: Interacting with therapy dogs can lower blood pressure, reduce stress, and
promote relaxation.

Improved Mental Health: Therapy dogs can help alleviate symptoms of depression, PTSD,
and other mental health conditions.

Enhanced Learning: In educational settings, therapy dogs can assist students in reading
programs and improve their communication skills.

Conclusion

Dog training to become a therapy dog is a rewarding journey that not only benefits your dog but
also enhances the lives of countless individuals who may need comfort and companionship. By
following the proper training steps, ensuring your dog has the right qualities, and understanding the
certification process, you can help your furry friend become a vital part of therapeutic environments.
The love and support therapy dogs provide are invaluable, and the bond you create with your dog
throughout this journey will be a treasure for both of you.

Frequently Asked Questions



What qualities should a dog have to be considered for therapy
dog training?
Therapy dogs should generally be friendly, calm, and sociable. They should be comfortable around
people of all ages and have a stable temperament. Additionally, they should be trainable and willing
to engage with others.

What are the basic training steps for a dog to become a
therapy dog?
Basic training steps include socialization with various environments and people, obedience training
(commands like sit, stay, come), and specific training for therapy work, such as how to interact
gently with individuals in hospitals or schools.

Are there specific certifications required for therapy dogs?
Yes, therapy dogs usually need to pass a certification test through recognized organizations like the
Alliance of Therapy Dogs or Pet Partners. These tests assess the dog's behavior, obedience, and
ability to interact in various situations.

How can I start socializing my dog for therapy work?
Start by exposing your dog to different environments, people, and animals. Take them to parks, pet-
friendly stores, and community events. Gradually introduce them to various sounds, sights, and
experiences to build their confidence and adaptability.

What are the benefits of having a therapy dog?
Therapy dogs provide emotional support, reduce stress and anxiety, and improve overall well-being
for individuals in hospitals, schools, and nursing homes. They can also enhance social interaction
and provide comfort in challenging situations.
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