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finally fall
Summer days may be long, but we 
still can’t get everything done!

By NaNcy kerNs

i think I may make this announcement every fall: I’m sorry that some of the articles that 
we’ve been promising (seen in the “What’s Ahead” column on the back cover) have not 
yet appeared. And other, unheralded ones have popped up. Even after nearly 50 years on 

earth, I can’t seem to manage my summer schedules properly. 

it’s not all my fault. July was a terrible 
month for many of the people i know and 
rely on to help me with WDJ. Many of us 
took informal family leave breaks from our 
work to deal with sick or dying pets or other 
family members. i’ve been unable to devote as 
much time as i need to finish my research for 
the wet food review. Two articles (the one that 
will discuss chemotherapy for dogs and the 
one describing giardia and other water-borne, 
parasitic infections) have been delayed by 
their writers’ need to look after extremely ill 
family members. i’m not an extreme enough 
editor to insist that these articles come in on 
time, no matter what – but i do apologize for 
the delays. They will appear soon, i’m certain.

also crummy for me personally is that the 
writer of the giardia article is also my agil-
ity instructor, and her family emergency is 
taking her out of state! Cindy rich and her 
husband are moving hundreds of miles away 
in order to care for a family member. i have 
total empathy for her situation – but i’m also 
more than just a tad selfishly bummed; otto 
and i were just starting to get somewhere with 
agility. i was even entertaining fantasies of 
actually going someplace to compete in a fun 
agility event. ack! i’ll really miss Cindy and 
our classes. 

i’ll have to find a new instructor or club 
– or just develop some self-discipline and 

practice on our own. i still have an informal 
goal of competing somewhere before the end 
of the year. 

it’s not that i’m eager to appear in public 
with my scruffy dog and my dirty sneakers. 
it’s just that otto has so much fun doing 
agility; his eyes just light up when it’s our 
turn to run. He approaches the whole task 
with exuberance and creativity – although i 
suspect that last trait is maybe not going to 
be rewarded at agility trials anytime soon. 
When i’m less than clear about giving him 
direction, or just too darn slow, he’ll often 
“freelance” along the way, taking an extra 
obstacle in order to let me catch up, or just 
in case it was that one i wanted him to jump, 
instead of this one. or maybe he’s just having 
fun being athletic – like when we’re supposed 
to run past the a-frame to the tunnel, and he 
runs up a third of the a-frame and leaps off 
the side of it into the tunnel. He’s also apt to 
jump over the tunnels he’s supposed to run 
through; he really likes jumping. 

anyway, i’m hoping september sees 
everyone i know recovering. i also hope we’ll 
see cooler temperatures around the country; i 
know that would help this un-air-conditioned 
editor think and work faster and get back on 
track. and maybe into an agility show ring, 
too. 

 e d i to r ’s  n ot e
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found a Hound?
Five things you should do if you find a stray dog.

By NaNcy kerNs

i don’t know a single dog owner who hasn’t, at some point (or quite frequently), 
spent an inordinate amount of time trying to capture a stray or lost dog. I know 
I’ve caught more than my share in the small town, or its rural surroundings, 

where I’ve lived for the past five years. I’ve caught burr-covered, obviously lost 
hunting dogs; dogs whose injuries suggested they’d tumbled from the back of a 
truck; as well as some fluffy little lap-escapees who looked like they were just out 
for an adventure. 

if the dog is wearing a collar and tags 
with current contact information for his 
owner, you’re in luck – and the rest of the 
information in this article isn’t relevant. 
But out of maybe 20 dogs i’ve scooped 
up in the past five years, exactly one was 
wearing a collar and current iD tag. it 
certainly seems like the people who keep 
collars and tags on their dogs at all times 
are also the ones who manage to keep 
them safely contained – but accidents 
can happen to any owner. Here’s what 
you should do with an unidentified dog.

1Take him to your local shelter.  Don’t 
panic; you don’t have to leave him 

there if you are concerned that your lo-
cal shelter is unsafe, unclean, or poorly 
managed. But there are a few things you 
should do at the shelter (see # 2 and # 3). 

if the dog has an owner who is actu-
ally trying to find the dog, the owner will 
most likely come to the shelter to look 
for the dog. Few people, except the most 
dedicated owners, think to read the ads 
in the classified section or on craigslist.  

2Ask the shelter staff to scan the dog, 
to see if he has an implanted mi-

crochip ID. if he does, the staff should 
be able to help you track down contact 
information for the dog’s owner.

This seems like a no-brainer, but it 
only recently occurred to me that my 14- 
or 15-year-old cat, who was a stray found 
by a friend and then given to me 12 long  
years ago, was never scanned. i actually 

took her to my local shelter and had her 
scanned just the other day; i hate to think 
i could have returned someone’s beloved 
lost cat years and years ago. i don’t know 
why it never occurred to me to check be-
fore. (she had no chip, thank goodness.)

3 if he does not have a microchip, and 
you don’t want to leave him at the 

shelter, you should at least file a “found 
dog” report at the shelter. This protects 
you in case you end up deciding to keep 
the dog (or you give the dog to a friend); 
it shows that you made a reasonable ef-
fort to find the dog’s owner. if an owner 
shows up some time later and wants his 
dog back, you’ll need to be able to prove 
that this attempt was made in order to 
protect your rights to the dog.

some shelters take a photo of the 
dog for their “found dog” reports and 
f ile these online; 
others simply keep 
a binder full of the 
reports, sans pho-
tos, on a counter 
at the shelter. Few 
people are aware 
that shelters keep 
these reports; most 
people just check 
the shelter kennels 
and/or website. it’s 
uncommon, but re-
unions have been 
facilitated through 
these reports. 

  4 Take a photo of the dog and make a 
“found dog” flier; post it in as many 

places as you can in the area where you 
found the dog. Most dog owners look at 
posters for lost or found pets, and many 
of us are more familiar with our neigh-
bors’ pets than their owners! This way, 
you are recruiting a small army of people 
who might be able to help reunite the dog 
and his owner.

5 if you bring the dog home, take 
i m med iate  steps  to  protec t 

your pets.  Check to see if the dog is 
infested with fleas; if he is, you’ll want 
to use some sort of potent flea control 
product immediately, before the f leas 
can populate your car or home. if your 
dogs are not fully vaccinated, or are 
immune-suppressed, you may want to 
keep the stray dog as far from your dog as 
possible for at least a few days, so you can 
make sure he’s not sick with anything 
transmissible. Wash your hands well 
after handling the stray, and clean up 
his waste immediately. 

You also need to protect all of your 
family members from being attacked by 
the stray, until you’re certain that no at-
tack is forthcoming. When your own dog 
is great with kids, cats, and your para-
keet, it’s easy to forget that other dogs 
may be highly predatory. 

Don’t take anything for granted; be 
careful at feeding time, and the first time 
he finds a nice chew bone or toy that he 
likes, because he may have resource-
guarding issues. Keep the dog on-leash, 
or control his access to certain parts of 
the house with baby gates until you have 
a chance to see what he’s like. 

 5 - s t e p  ac t i o n  p l a n  

there is nothing like 
the moment when a 
microchip id is located 
in a dog.
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More than a friend
Increasingly, dogs are being used as valued 
therapeutic companions for autistic children.

By cJ PuotiNeN

kids and dogs. Everyone agrees they go together, but for children with autism, 
dogs can be far more than best friends. They can be therapists, comfort-
ers, mood stabilizers, and conversation starters. They can help wandering 

children stay home, help distracted children stay focused, improve a child’s com-
munication and social skills, and help everyone in the family relax.

Wisconsin residents, rachel and 
Terry, knew their daughter, prudence, 
was different. Two years ago, at age 
four, she was diagnosed with autism 
spectrum Disorder (asD). prudence 
didn’t interact with other children, had 
a short attention span, struggled to 
express herself, was easily distracted by 
sounds, tastes, smells, and movement, 
often felt anxious, and found comfort 
in repetitious behaviors and language. 

“The autism diagnosis scared us but it 
made sense,” says rachel. “We searched 
for anything that could help her.” 

rachel discovered Blessings un-
leashed, a nonprofit organization that 
pairs autism service dogs (also called 
autism assistance dogs) with children. 
in early 2011, a yellow Labrador re-
triever named Kaiya officially became 
prudence’s service dog. according to the 
americans with Disabilities act, service 

dogs have been trained to do work or 
perform tasks that benefit individuals 
with disabilities and must be allowed ac-
cess to businesses and organizations that 
serve the public.

 as soon as the two met, prudence lay 
next to Kaiya and didn’t want to leave her 
side. at the family’s initial orientation 
at Blessings unleashed, prudence said 
without prompting, “Kaiya makes me 
feel better.”

Now, six months later, rachel and 
Terry are amazed at how in tune Kaiya is 
to prudence’s needs. “if prudence cries or 
screams,” says rachel, “Kaiya is immedi-
ately at her side to provide comfort. Kaiya 
sleeps on prudence’s bed every night and 
we often wake to hear prudence talk-
ing to Kaiya, which is wonderful for her 
speech development and pragmatic lan-
guage skills. one day we went to a party 
where we couldn’t take Kaiya, and the 
experience was difficult for prudence. as 
soon as we returned home she ran to the 
dog and said, ‘Kaiya, i wish you were at 
the party – i missed you so much!’”

Kaiya’s most significant impact may 
be her calming effect. “prudence is much 
more present and less anxious with Kaiya 
around,” says rachel. “We have noticed 
less scripted speech and more spontane-
ous conversation. an added benefit is 
the improvement we have seen in pru-
dence’s awareness of others. Because she’s 
responsible for feeding and brushing 
Kaiya, she has started to show a greater 
interest in others. she now plays with 
baby dolls. she feeds them, holds them, 
sings to them, walks them in a stroller, 
and puts them to bed every night. she 
showed little interest in this before Kaiya 
arrived. she also plays and talks with her 
little sister. We couldn’t be more thrilled 
with these new interests!”

six years ago at the southeast re-
gional Facility of Canine Companions 
for independence (CCi), an organiza-
tion that breeds, raises, and trains service 
dogs for children and adults with disabil-
ities, Xander rousseau met his service 
dog for the first time. “it took three days 
of working with several different dogs be-

d o g s  at  w o r k

Six-year-old Prudence snuggles with her 
service dog, kaiya, a graduate of Blessings 
Unleashed, of Bowling green, kentucky, 
an organization that trains and places  
autism assistance dogs. 



To suBsCriBe: whole-dog-journal.com Copyright © 2011, Belvoir Media Group, LLC THe WHoLe DoG JourNaL | 5

fore we had our official ‘match,’ ” recalls 
his mother, adrienne Levesque, “and 
Xander had his heart set on a black Lab 
named Woody. The entire class cheered 
when his wish was granted.”

on their first Friday night at CCi, 
Woody slept in the family’s dorm room. 
“it was the first night in Xander’s illness 
history that he slept through the night,” 
says Levesque, who is a founding and 
current board member of the National 
autism association. “it was a miracle! at 
the conclusion of the two weeks, Xander 
was answering simple questions about 
‘his dog’ and he hugged Woody’s trainer! 
Wow! in two short weeks we rejoiced 
over major milestones!”

For the past six years, Woody has pro-

vided Xander with constant acceptance 
and affection, accompanying the boy to 
hospitals where he underwent tests and 
surgeries as well as to grocery stores, 
Walmart, and other places that had pre-
viously been overwhelming. 

“He made it possible for us to navi-
gate a parking lot without the fear that 
Xander would run away. Woody visited 
school at the beginning of each year so 
that Xander could transition successful-
ly, and he became Xander’s motivation 
to work hard in the various therapy pro-
grams we used.”

With Woody’s help, Xander moved 
from the nonverbal, self-stimulating 
world of rocking and moaning to a life 
less dominated by asD symptoms. “is 

he cured? No,” says 
Levesque. “We sti l l 
face communication 
and social hardships. 
We still battle digestive 
and seizure disorders. 
Hopefully we will con-
tinue to prevail, battle 
by battle, until we can 
say we have completely 
defeated autism.”

Today 13-year-old Xander is heading 
into eighth grade, where he is enrolled 
in academically advanced classes, en-
joys the swim team, and plays year-round 
soccer. “We rejoice over the fact that he 
has many friends,” says Levesque, “the 
best of which remains his faithful Lab, 
Woody.”

 
autism dogs
although the demand for autism dogs 
has created many approaches to this 
type of therapy, the field’s established 
foundations focus on careful breeding, 
raising, training, placement, follow-up, 
and support for these special animals 
and the families who adopt them. The 
traits that make good service dogs are 
well documented and can be tested for 
at a young age. Because of their stable 
temperament and intelligence, Golden 
retrievers, Labrador retrievers, and 
Golden retriever-Labrador retriever 
crosses are widely used.

These dogs can be trained to go 
after a child who is running away and 
return the child to the parent, interrupt 
repetitious or self-harming behaviors, 
calm a child who is having a tantrum 

by crawling onto the 
child’s lap, alert parents 
if the child wakes at 
night, and improve the 
child’s verbal skills by 
responding to spoken 
commands.

WHat is autisM?
the term autism spectrum disorders (asds) describes a group 
of complex developmental brain disorders whose symptoms 
may appear in infancy or later in childhood, affecting speech and 
behavior. asds affects an estimated one out of every 110 children, 
with boys outnumbering girls three or four to one. in the united 
states, an estimated one out of every 70 boys is diagnosed with 
autism.

according to the mayo Clinic, the symptoms of autism include:

 ❖ lack of Social SkillS 
Failing to respond to one’s name, having poor eye contact, 
appearing not to hear conversation, resisting cuddling and 
holding, being unaware of others’ feelings, playing alone, and 
retreating into one’s “own world”

 ❖ laNgUage ProBlemS
developmental delays, starts talking later than age two, un-
able to make eye contact when making requests, speaking 

with an abnormal tone, rhythm, singsong voice, or robot-like 
speech, unable to start a conversation or keep one going, and 
repeating words verbatim without understanding how to use 
them

 ❖ BehaVior ProBlemS 
performing repetitive movements, such as rocking, spinning, 
or hand-flapping, developing specific routines or rituals, be-
coming disturbed at the slightest change of routine or ritual, 
moving constantly, being fascinated by parts of an object 
(such as a toy car’s spinning wheels), and being unusually sen-
sitive to light, sound, and touch but oblivious to physical pain

 ❖ haViNg temPer taNtrUmS or melt-dowNS 
screaming, crying, striking out, hitting, etc.

While there is no cure for asds, educational and behavioral 
interventions, medications, and other therapies have been shown 
to improve symptoms, especially if intervention takes place early.

her mom says Prudence wasn’t interested 
in dogs before kaiya. at their first meet-
ing, an orientation, kaiya lay down next 
to Prudence and didn’t want to leave her 
side. Unprompted, Prudence said, “kaiya 
makes me feel better.” 
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at Blessings unleashed, Kaiya was 
trained to lean or “snuggle” on prudence 
when the girl is having a meltdown, in-
terrupt repetitive behaviors by nudging 
or licking her hand to break the cycle, 
and to track and find her if she becomes 
separated from her family. 

eighteen years ago, in what she calls 
the “dark ages” of autism, patty Dobbs 
Gross turned to Canine Companions for 
independence on behalf of her son, Dan-
ny, whom the organization paired with 
Madison, a Golden retriever. “Madison 
helped Danny grow into the emotion-
ally balanced and socially confident 
young man he is today,” she says. “He is 
currently a graduate student at the uni-
versity of southern California’s school of 
Cinematic arts.”

Madison so inspired Gross that she 
went on to create North star Founda-
tion, which during the past 10 years has 
placed over 100 unique assistance dogs 
with children who face social, emotional, 
and educational challenges. Her program 
differs from that of most service dog or-

ganizations because instead of placing 
trained adult dogs with children, North 
star places carefully screened puppies 
with carefully screened families. puppy 
and child grow up together, and the en-
tire family participates in the puppy’s 
training.

“We educate parents carefully over 
a long period of time to be sure they 
provide the necessary supervision and 
training,” says Gross, “and we screen out 
children who lash out physically when 
upset. Having this happen is the only rea-
son besides neglect for which we would 
remove a dog from a home; we once went 

to court to do this. in a service dog/child 
team it is very important to meet the 
dog’s needs as well as the child’s to keep 
the placement safe as well as effective. 
our dogs ‘work’ for their children, not 
just the parents, but this is because we 
actually breed specifically for dogs who 
take a shine to children, and then we so-
cialize them for children in general and 
for their own child specifically.”

Gross and her trainers use positive 
reinforcement training methods ex-
clusively, so North star dogs are never 
punished. instead, they are encouraged 
to think and act independently. 

“We strongly disapprove of programs 
that use ‘tether dogs’ or ‘babysitter dogs’ 
that are physically tied to children with 
autism,” she says. “That’s cruel to the dog 
and dangerous for both. on five sepa-
rate occasions, North star dogs have kept 
their children safe from wandering, once 
by delivering a warning bark when the 
child was taking off, once by nudging the 
child homeward, and three times by sim-
ply following the wandering child until 
someone noticed the team, read the dog’s 
collar, and notified the family. But safety 
is not our primary goal. our primary 
focus is meeting our children’s social, 
emotional, and educational needs.”

scientific support
For years reports about the benefits of 
canine companionship for children with 

Nine-year-old Xander and his autism 
service dog, woody, had been a team 
for three years when this photo was 
taken. woody is a graduate of canine 
companions for independence.

today, Xander is 13. he happily posed 
with woody for this photo, saying, “other 
people should know about how awesome 
woody is.” when asked what therapy has 
been most useful for helping Xander, his 
mom says, “the most amazing miracles 
god has given us came with the assistance 
of a beautiful black lab named woody.”
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autism were considered heartwarming 
anecdotes of no scientific importance.

Then researchers began taking a clos-
er look. in 2008 the Journal of Veterinary 
Medical Education described challenges 
faced by families with autistic children 
paired with service dogs, including 
public-access issues, learning to under-
stand canine behavior, the extra work 
involved, training commitments, finan-
cial responsibilities, and the dog’s impact 
on family dynamics. “Despite the effects 
and consequences of these challeng-
es,” researchers concluded, “parents 
overwhelmingly reported that having 
a service dog to keep their child safe 
and to provide companionship was 
well worth the many inconveniences 
of service-dog ownership.”

at Maryville College in Maryville, 
Tennessee, ariane K. schratter, phD, 
associate professor of psychology, 
developed an ongoing community-
based research partnership with 
Wilderwood service Dogs to study 
the effects of using specially trained 
dogs for children with autism. 

“after the first year with their ser-
vice dog,” says Dr. schratter, “parents 
tended to report decreased problem 
behaviors such as aggression, fear, 
and arousal, and an increase in adap-
tive behaviors, such as eye contact, 
joint attention, and social inhibi-
tion. Many of the children showed 
improvement in their overall level of 
functioning.

“The dogs likely elicit positive 
social interactions in public, helping 
children with autism successfully in-
teract with others. The dogs’ presence 
may also reduce physiological arousal at 
the root of some problem behaviors while 
providing clear and consistent nonverbal 
communication cues that children with 
autism can interpret, thus increasing 
their adaptive skills. The data suggest that 
the innovative use of specially trained 
service dogs may be an important tool 
for helping the social and language be-
haviors of children with autism.”

one of the most widely reported 
benefits of canine-child interaction is 
reduced anxiety. Now researchers think 
they know why dogs have such a calming 
effect. in september 2010, the medical 
journal Psychoneuroendocrinology pub-
lished a study that compared levels of 
the stress hormone cortisol in 42 chil-
dren with asD before and during the 
introduction of a service dog into their 

families and after the dogs were removed 
for a short period. 

“We found that the introduction of 
service dogs translated into a statistically 
significant diminished Cortisol awak-
ening response (Car),” they reported. 
“Before the introduction of service dogs, 
we measured a 58 percent increase in 
morning cortisol after awakening, which 
diminished to 10 percent when service 
dogs were present. The increase in morn-
ing cortisol jumped back to 48 percent 

once the dogs were removed 
from the families…. These 
results show that the Car of 
children with autism is sensi-
tive to the presence of service dogs, which 
lends support to the potential behavioral 
benefits of service dogs for children with 
autism.”

therapy dogs at work
service dogs aren’t the only four-legged 
therapists that help children with autism. 
Therapy dogs make a difference, too. 
unlike service dogs, which are perma-
nently paired with their human partners, 
therapy dogs belong to volunteers who 
take them to nursing homes, hospitals, 
schools, and other facilities, usually for 
an hour at a time. Their visits are consid-
ered animal assisted activity or animal 
assisted Therapy depending on whether 

the visits have specific therapeutic goals 
and are documented. 

For more than 10 years, reading edu-
cation assistance Dogs® (therapy dogs 
participating in the reaD® literacy pro-
gram) have visited schools and libraries, 
where children read out loud to them. 

seven-year-old Joshua (seen in the 
photos below) had trouble making 
sense of human emotions until one of 
his therapists started taking him to read 
to a dog in the reaD program named 

Journey. “until then,” says his 
mother, Ginger rasmussen, 
“he was indifferent to animals, 
as though they were a piece of 
furniture or a stuffed animal. 
But after he began reading to 
Journey, he started petting his 
own dog and cat, started talk-
ing to them and interacting 
lovingly with them, and before 
long he began caring and ask-
ing why the baby was crying 
or why mom was happy. He 
began to feel empathy. read-
ing to Journey gave Josh the 
last piece of the puzzle to make 

him whole. The quiet patience of a reaD 
dog opened a door that we thought was 
locked forever.”

as reported in the New York Times 
in November 2010, visits from therapy 
dogs have become part of the curriculum 
at the anderson Center for autism in 
staatsburgh, New York. one nonverbal 
11-year-old boy who at first hid from 
shadow, a black Labrador retriever, now 
asks to walk, pet, and feed her, interac-
tions that help him communicate with 
teachers and fellow students.

a California teacher who brings her 
therapy dog to school tried for years to 
teach one boy to say hello and goodbye. 
He began greeting the dog, then the 

in contrast to “service dogs,” who 
spend their lifetimes with their 
client/partners,  “therapy dogs” 
provide occasional visits to their 
clients, usually as part of a thera-
peutic program.  Journey and her 
owner mary domes  (seen here 
with Joshua, who has autism) 
participate in the read program 
in Pleasant Prairie, wisconsin.
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recoMMeNDeD reaDiNg
 ❖ for aN eXcelleNt oVerView of the SUBJect, See 

The Golden Bridge: A Guide to Assistance Dogs for Children Challenged by Autism or 
Other Developmental Disabilities, by patty dobbs gross (purdue university press, 
2006, paperback, $25)

for furtHer iNforMatioN
Breeders, trainers, and prospective puppy raisers who are interested in 
providing, raising, or training service dogs for children with autism can contact the 
organizations mentioned here, search online for similar programs, or contact autism 
support groups. look for programs that use positive training methods, carefully 
screen applicants, and provide ongoing support and training.

 ❖ aUtiSm SerVice dogS of america, PortlaNd, or 
(971) 285-4547, autismservicedogsofamerica.org

 ❖ BleSSiNgS UNleaShed foUNdatioN, glaSgow, kY 
(270) 678-5908, blessingsunleashed.org

 ❖ caNiNe comPaNioNS for iNdePeNdeNce, SaNta roSa, ca
through national office or website, contact nearest regional office (north central, 
northwest, northeast, southwest, southeast): (800) 572-2275; cci.org 

 ❖ heeliNg aUtiSm: gUidiNg eYeS for the BliNd SerVice dog Program
guiding eyes for the blind,  Yorktown Heights, NY.  (800) 942-0149 or  
(914) 243-2228. guidingeyes.org; healingautism@guidingeyes.org

 ❖ NatioNal aUtiSm aSSociatioN, NiXa, mo 
(877) 622-2884, nationalautism.org 

 ❖ North Star foUNdatioN, StorrS, ct northstardogs.com

 ❖ readiNg edUcatioN aSSiStaNce dogS (read), 
iNtermoUNtaiN theraPY aNimalS, Ut  
(801) 272-3439; therapyanimals.org

 ❖ wilderwood SerVice dogS, marYVille, tN
(865) 660-0095, wilderwood.org

refereNces
 ❖ “Challenges of serviCe-dog ownership for families with 

autistiC Children: lessons for veterinary praCtitioners” 
K.e. burrows and C.l. adams. Journal of Veterinary Medical Education,  
2008 Winter;35(4):559-66

 ❖ “faCtors affeCting behavior and welfare of serviCe dogs for 
Children with autism speCtrum disorder” 
K.e. burrows, C.l. adams, and s.t. millman. Journal of Applied Animal Welfare 
Science, 2008 Jan-mar;11(1):42-62

 ❖ “effeCt of serviCe dogs on salivary Cortisol seCretion in 
autistiC Children” 
r. Viau, et al. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 2010 sep;35(8):1187-93

teacher, and now he says hello and good-
bye to his classmates. 

what parents  
need to know
it would be wonderful if dogs improved 
the lives of all children with autism – 
and if all dogs paired with children lived 
happy, relaxed, fulfilling lives of their 
own. But service dogs aren’t for everyone, 
and not every child is a good match for 
a dog. Here are some factors for parents 
to consider before applying for an autism 
service dog.

 ■ expense. Because of their successful 
fund-raising, Canine Companions for 
independence and Guiding eyes for the 
Blind provide service dogs to children 
with autism at no cost, but most service 
dog organizations ask families to pay part 
or all of the considerable cost of raising 
and training these special animals. 

North star asks families to raise half 
of a service dog’s $10,000 placement cost 
($5,000). Wilderwood service Dogs re-
quires families to raise the full cost of 
each service dog ($12,000), as does au-
tism service Dogs of america ($13,500). 
Blessings unleashed asks families to pay 
the full cost of a service dog ($10,500) or 
companion dog ($5,500). Companion 
dogs provide emotional support and do 
not require the extensive training that 
service dogs receive.

When prudence’s parents began rais-
ing money to pay for Kaiya, they reached 
their goal in less than two months. 
“Fund-raising may seem like a daunting 
task,” says rachel, “but it helps to just tell 
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the North Star foundation, based in Storrs, connecticut, trains and places service dogs  
– and provides educational resources to those interested in learning more about these 
amazing dogs. here, North Star’s angel helps with a school presentation that educates 
children about autism as well as assistance dogs.  

your story. people often feel helpless and 
don’t know what to say or do for a family 
affected by autism. our supporters were 
excited about Kaiya and most had no idea 
that service dogs were being utilized to 
help autistic people.” 

 ■ CoMMitMent. Bringing a service 
or companion dog into a household re-
quires commitment. in addition to basic 
care, these dogs need ongoing training 
with the entire family, close supervision 
from parents, and ample play, exercise, 
and down time. in many ways bring-
ing a service dog into the family is like 
adopting a child. Families with canine 
experience, a fondness for animals, and 
good organizing skills have a head start. 

as rachel explains, “our responsi-
bilities for Kaiya include working on her 
service dog-skills daily, keeping her well 
groomed, feeding her a high-quality dog 
food, and keeping her in peak physical 
condition. When Kaiya is not working it 
is important for her to be a regular dog, 
so when she is at home we make time 
every day for her favorite game – Frisbee! 
We will also have to take yearly public 
access tests that demonstrate Kaiya’s ser-
vice dog-skills in order to be re-certified 
as Kaiya’s handlers. Having a service dog 
is definitely an added responsibility with 
two small children, but the rewards have 
been many, and we are so thankful to 
have Kaiya in our lives.”

 ■ the right Child. Not every child 
with autism can be successfully paired 
with a service or companion dog, such 
as children who are afraid of dogs, whose 

uncontrolled actions may harm a dog, 
whose families are not able to adjust to 
the needs of a dog, or whose parents ex-
pect the dogs to perform magic. 

as K. Burrows, C. adams, and s. Mil-
man reported in the Journal of Applied 
Animal Welfare Science in 2008, “There 
is a tendency for parents, especially those 
with little experience with dogs, to fall 
victim to ‘Lassie syndrome’ and the belief 
that real dogs are capable of the sorts of 
things that fictionalized dogs do, that 
they are capable of reasoning as humans 
do, and are qualified to babysit children.” 

 ■ the right prograM. researching 
autism dog programs can be exhausting, 
especially for those who are new to dogs, 
but informed parents are better equipped 
to make good decisions. The Burrows 
study, which examined 10 children and 
11 dogs from a program that tethered 
dogs to children with autism, revealed 
problems that had not been addressed 
prior to the dogs’ placement. 

Most of these children showed no in-
terest in their dogs during the first six 
months of placement. Dogs bonded pri-
marily with one of the parents and some 
showed signs of separation anxiety when 
forced to sleep in the child’s room at 
night or when sent to school without the 
parent. one dog was returned because it 
ran after another dog, dragging the child 
to whom it was tied. These dogs showed 
evidence of stress and fatigue, especially 
when sent to school with children be-
cause of the long hours and lack of down 
time, and dogs experienced stress when 
their child had a tantrum and aggres-
sively struck at the dog. 

programs that emphasize fam-
ily education, give parents realistic 
expectations, provide extensive train-
ing, follow-through, and support, select 
appropriate dogs for this type of work, 
prevent their dogs from suffering stress 
or abuse, and utilize positive rather than 
punitive training methods are most like-
ly to generate positive results. 

Freelance writer CJ Puotinen lives in Montana. 
She is the author of the encyclopedia of 
Natural pet Care and other books and a fre-
quent contributor to WDJ. See “Resources,” 
page 24 for book purchasing information.

No one can be “on duty” 24/7, and service 
dogs are no different. kaiya’s family makes 
sure she gets time off for recreation and 
exercise (with her favorite toy, a frisbee), 
and to just be a dog. 
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Be Brave
How to help your timid dog find courage.

By Pat Miller, cBcc-ka, cPDt-ka, cDBc

there are a lot of things in our world that have the potential to frighten our 
dogs. How is it that some dogs deal with these stimuli without batting an eye, 
while others cower behind their owners with little or no apparent provoca-

tion? The Cowardly Lion in the Wizard of Oz seems to say it all in one simple word: 
“Courage!” But it’s really not so simple. Why do some dogs seem to be consistently 
brave, while others are timid? Even more important, absent Dorothy and a wizard, 
how does one go about helping their timid dog get brave?

We’ve written (a lot!) in the past 
about using counter-conditioning and 
desensitization to help dogs change their 
association with fear-causing stimuli in 
order to change their emotional response. 
(as just one example of step-by-step in-
struction for a counter-conditioning 
program, see “Fear itself,” WDJ april 
2007.) That’s still good information, and 
i urge you to review the article to refresh 
your understanding of that important 
behavior modification protocol. This ar-
ticle, however, is going to introduce you 
to several other complementary exercises 
you can do in addition to counter-condi-
tioning, to help your timid dog learn to 
cope with a scary world. 

some of the exercises that follow we’ve 
introduced in other training contexts. 
some come in the “change behavior to 
change emotional response” category by 
doing fun stuff your dog loves; some have 
more to do with management; and some 
do both. if you’ve already taught some of 
these to your dog it will be easy to apply 
them in situations where he’s acting fear-
ful. if you haven’t already taught them, 
there’s no time like the present!

Basic good manners 
training
You don’t have to do a lot of fancy 
stuff to help your dog become more 
confident in his world. simply teaching 

him basic good manners – to respond 
appropriately to your cues – will make his 
environment more predictable. it builds 
confidence to understand what you’re 
asking of him, and to understand the 
consequences of his behavior. of course 
it goes without saying that you will use 
positive reinforcement-based training 
with him so the consequences are happy 
ones. Nothing can destroy a timid dog’s 
confidence faster than the application 
of verbal or physical punishment; this 
will convince him he’s right to think the 
world is a scary and unpredictable place. 

Combine his positive reinforcement 
good manners training with structure 
in his routine and stability in his life and 
you will have taken a large step toward 
increasing his confidence. But of course, 
you want to do more to help your dog get 
brave. Happily, you can do that simply by 
doing fun stuff with him, such as:

 ■ targeting
Targeting means teaching your dog to 
touch a designated body part to a desig-
nated target. (For in-depth information 
on teaching a dog to target, see “right on 
Target,” February 2006.) That description 
doesn’t do it justice; targeting is tons of 
fun! Many dogs love targeting, partly be-
cause it’s easy to do, and partly because 
it pays off well – “push the button (the 
target spot), get a treat.”

since dogs naturally explore the 
world with their noses and paws, nose 
and foot targeting are the two easiest. 
Nose-targeting draws your dog’s eye-
contact and attention from a worrisome 
stimulus to a pleasant one, so that’s the 
one i find most useful for timid dogs, 
although foot-targeting can work too.

it’s an embarrassingly simple behav-
ior to teach. Hold out your hand in front 
of your dog, at nose level or below. When 
he sniffs it (because he’s curious!), click 
your clicker (or use a verbal marker, such 
as a mouth click or a word) and feed him 
a treat. remove your hand, then offer 
it again. each time he sniffs, click and 
treat. if he stops sniffing (boring – i’ve 

t r a i n i n g

this aussie – hiding behind his owner, 
ears back, worried expression on his face 
– could benefit from some confidence-
building. giving him something easy and 
fun to do would help distract him from 
what’s making him anxious.
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already sniffed that!), rub a little tasty 
treat on your palm, to make your hand 
smell intriguing, and try again. 

You’re looking for that wonderful 
“light bulb” moment – when he realizes 
he can make you click and treat by 
bumping his nose into your hand. His 
“touch” behavior becomes deliberate, 
rather than incidental to sniffing your 
hand. When you see him deliberately 
bumping his nose into your hand, add 
the “Touch!” cue as you offer your hand 
to him. encourage him with praise and 
high-value treats. Make it a game, so he 
thinks it’s the most fun in the world. You 
want to see his eyes light up when you say 
“Touch,” and you want him to “bonk” his 
nose into your hand, hard! start offering 
your hand in different places so he has to 
move to touch it, climb on something to 
touch it, jump up to touch it.

When he loves the touch game, oc-
casionally ask him to touch twice; tell 
him he’s a good dog after the first one, 
and click and treat only the second one. 
Gradually decrease your rate of rein-
forcement, until he’ll touch several times 
before he gets his click and treat. Then 
click and treat several in a row. Mix it 
up, so he never knows when the click will 
happen – but the click and treat always 
happen eventually!

Now try playing touch when your dog 
is a little bit nervous about something. 
scary man with a beard and sunglasses 
passing by on the sidewalk? Hold out 
your hand and say “Touch!” so that your 
dog takes his eyes – and his brain – away 
from the scary thing and happily bonks 
his nose into your hand. Click and treat. 
He can’t be afraid of the man and happy 
about touching your hand at the same 

time. He also can’t look at the target and 
stare at the scary man at the same time.

ask him to touch several more times, 
until the man has passed, and then con-
tinue on your walk. if you do this every 
time he sees a scary man, he’ll decide 
that men with beards and sunglasses 
are good because they make the touch 
game happen! By changing your dog’s 
behavior – having him do something he 
loves rather than acting fearful – you can 
manage a scary encounter, and eventu-
ally change his emotional response to 
and association with something previ-
ously scary to him. 

 ■ Find it
Like targeting, “Find it” is a behavior 
many dogs learn to love, and another 
game you can play to change your dog’s 
behavior in the presence of a fear-causing 
stimulus, eventually changing his 
emotional response. This is also another 
ridiculously easy and delightful game 
that any dog can play.

start with your dog in front of you, 
and a handful of tasty treats behind your 
back. say “Find it!” in a cheerful tone of 
voice and toss one treat a few feet to your 
left. When your dog gets to the treat, click 
just before he eats it. When he comes 
back to you say “Find it!” again and toss 
a second treat a few feet to your right. 
Click – and he eats the treat. Do this back 
and forth, until your dog is easily moving 
from one “find it” treat to the other. Then 
toss them farther each time until your 
dog happily runs back and forth.

Now if a scary skateboarder appears 
while you’re walking your dog around 
the block on his leash, play the find it 
game, keeping the tossed treats close to 

you. Your dog will take his eyes off the 
scary thing and switch into happy-treat 
mode. You’ve changed his emotions by 
changing his behavior. 

Targeting and find it can also work 
to walk your timid dog past a scary, sta-
tionary object, like a manhole cover, or 
a noisy air-conditioning unit. play touch 
and treat as you walk past, or toss find it 
treats on the ground ahead of you and 
slightly away from the scary thing, to 
keep him moving happily forward.

offer your hand, then click and treat when the dog sniffs it. 
targeting is a useful exercise to teach to keep your dog happy 
and focused on you in the presence of a scary stimulus.  

Say “find it!” toss a treat. Your dog eats it. training doesn’t get 
any easier than this. don’t dismiss the exercise as too simplistic. 
imagine if someone was tossing $20 bills; you’d enjoy that game!

What you can do . . .

 ■  Select a menu of strategies from 
those offered in the article, and 
start working with your dog.

 ■ as you try them out, determine 
which strategies work best for 
the two of you, and discard the 
ones that don’t.

 ■ if you don’t seem to be making 
progress, seek the help of a 
qualified, positive behavior 
professional. 

 ■ if your dog is extremely anxious 
and  fearful, through discussion 
with your behavior professional 
and in consultation with a 
veterinary behaviorist, explore 
the use of 
anti-anxiety 
medications to 
help improve 
your dog’s 
quality of life.
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 ■ eMergenCy esCape
an emergency escape game gives you a 
“run away” strategy when you know an 
approaching stimulus will be too much 
for your worried dog. However, because 
you’ve taught it to your dog as a fun 
game, he’s not running away in panic; 
he’s just playing one of his favorite “get 
brave” games that just happens to move 
him farther away from the scary thing.

Teach this game to your dog in a safe, 
comfortable environment when he’s not 
being afraid of something. as you are 
walking with him on-leash, say your 
“run away!” cue, then turn around and 
run fast, encouraging your dog to romp 
with you for a squeaky toy, a ball, a hand-
ful of high value treats at the end of the 
run, or a rousing game of tug – whatever 

your dog loves most. The key to success 
with this exercise is convincing your dog 
that the “run away” cue is the predictor of 
wonderful fun and games. again, you’re 
teaching him a new, fun behavior – “run 
away!” – that you can use to change his 
emotional response in a scary moment. 

 ■ play
You can use any behavior your dog 
already loves – a trick, a toy, a game, any-
thing that lights up his face – to convince 
him that good things happen in the pres-
ence of something scary. if he loves to roll 
over, ask him to do that. if he delights in 
snagging tossed treats out of the air, do 
that. High five? Crawl? Do those.

The key to making any of these games 
work to help your dog be brave is to be 

sure you keep him far enough away from 
the scary thing, at first, that his brain is 
able to click in to “play” mode. You will 
always be more successful if you start the 
games when you see low levels of stress, 
rather than waiting until he’s in full melt-
down. (To learn to recognize how dogs 
show stress, see “stress signals,” June 
2006.) 

if he’s too stressed or fearful, he won’t 
be able to play. if he’ll start to play with 
you while the scary thing is at a distance, 
you’ll be able to move closer. if he stops 
playing and shuts down, you’ve come too 
close. Depending on your dog and how 
fearful he is, you may find some of these 
play-strategies work well enough to walk 
him past scary stimuli the first time you 
try, or you may have to work up to it.

 ■ get behind
“Get behind” is more of a management 
strategy. Timid dogs often try to hide 
when they’re afraid. if you teach your dog 
a cue that means “hide behind me,” your 
“body shield” can help him get through 
scary moments. To teach this behavior:

1Have your dog in front of you, with 
an ample supply of small, high-value 

treats in your treat pouch, or in a bowl 
on a nearby table.

2say “Get behind!” and lure your dog 
behind you and into a sit. Click and 

treat.

3repeat several times, until he lures 
easily into position.

4Now say the cue and pause, to give 
him a chance to think about it and 

Your dog’s happy association with the “run away fast” game gives 
you a great emergency-escape tool to use when you need to make 
a fast, graceful exit!

the “get behind” game establishes you as a human safety shield 
for your dog. it’s good to use when you are unable to escape the 
proximity of something that might otherwise scare your dog. 

coDDliNg aND cuDDliNg
there is an unfortunate myth floating around in some parts of the dog training world 
that if you give reassurance to a fearful dog you will reinforce his fearful behavior. 
therefore you must ignore your dog when he’s trembling at your feet in fear. 

Hogwash. think back in your own life to a time when you were very frightened or up-
set. did it help (or would it have helped) you feel better to have someone you trusted 
come and put his or her arm around your and calmly reassure you that everything was 
going to be alright? of course it did. our dogs are no different.

at times when emotions run high, we are more concerned with helping our dogs get 
those emotions back under control. in fact, when a dog is very afraid, the emotional 
part of the brain – the amygdala – takes over, and the thinking part of the brain – the 
cortex – doesn’t work well. the over-threshold dog isn’t even capable of connecting 
his behavior to reinforcement, which is why we try hard in our behavior modification 
protocols to keep the dog below threshold – so learning can happen. if he is shaking 
in fear, your calm voice and slow, gentle petting can be hugely reassuring to him; fast 
rubbing and an anxious tone, however, are not.

Thanks to Sarah Richardson, 
CPDT-KA, CDBC, of 
The Canine Connection 
in Chico, California, for 
demonstrating these games 
with foster dog, Charlie.
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respond. if he moves even slightly, click, 
lure him into position, and treat. a tenta-
tive movement is sometimes a question 
to you – “is this what you want?” if you 
answer with a hearty “Click (Yes!!)” and 
treat, you can move the training forward 
more quickly.

5Keep repeating the cue/pause, grad-
ually reducing how much you lure, 

until he’s moving into position on his 
own when you give the cue. 

alternatively, you can shape the “get 
behind” behavior by clicking and treat-
ing small movements toward your final 
goal. (For more information about shap-
ing, see “The shape of Things to Come,” 
March 2006.)

You can start applying this strategy in 
real-life situations early on in the train-
ing, even if before your dog fully grasps 
the concept, simply by luring him into 
his safe position as the scary thing passes. 

 ■ treat and retreat
“Treat and retreat” is a procedure to help 
timid dogs get brave. its development is 
attributed to two well-known trainers: 
Dr. ian Dunbar, veterinary behaviorist 
and founder of the association of pet 
Dog Trainers, of Berkeley, California; 
and suzanne Clothier, who trains in st. 
Johnsville, New York. While Dr. Dunbar 
claims credit for introducing the con-
cept, Clothier is generally credited with 
popularizing the procedure under the 
“Treat and retreat” appellation. 

To use treat and retreat, start with 
your dog a safe distance from a person 
who worries him. Have that person toss a 
piece of low-value kibble over your dog’s 
head. Your dog will turn and walk away 
to get the kibble, then turn back to look 
at the scary person. When he turns back, 
have the person toss a high-value treat in 
front of the dog, in the approximate place 
the dog was originally. (You may want 
to use some kind of marker to help your 
tossing-person’s aim.) 

When the dog comes forward and 
eats the high-value treat, have the per-
son toss another low-value treat behind 
the dog, then another high-value treat in 
the original spot. as your dog gets more 
relaxed about coming forward for the 
high-value treat, have the tosser gradu-
ally decrease the distance, so the dog is 
going closer to the scary person to eat the 
treat. if you see increased signs of reluc-
tance with the decreased distance, you’ve 
decreased the distance too quickly. Go 

as slowly as necessary to keep your dog 
happy about this game; you want him 
moving toward the person tossing the 
treats happily and voluntarily. 

 ■ alphabet soup: Cat/bat/lat
in addition to counter-conditioning, 
there are other well-developed proto-
cols available to help timid dogs gain 
confidence. We’ve written about the 
Constructional aggression Treatment 
(CaT) at length (“Build Better Behav-
ior,” May 2008; and “revisiting CaT,” 
December 2009).

CaT, developed by Kellie snider and 
Dr. Jesus rosales ruiz at the university 
of North Texas, uses operant condition-
ing and shaping (dog does deliberate 
behavior to operate on his environment) 
to convince a dog that his old behavior, in 
this case acting fearful, no longer works 
to make a scary thing go away. in the 
presence of a scary stimulus, the small-
est sign of relaxation or confidence now 
makes the scary thing go away – until 
the dog learns that acting confident (and 
becoming confident as a result) is a better 
behavior strategy. 

BaT is similar to CaT in some ways, 
but focuses on having your dog move 
away from the scary stimulus rather than 
having the scary thing move away from 
the dog. Developed by Grisha stewart, 
CpDT-Ka, CTp, of seattle, Washington, 
BaT uses desensitization together with 
a functional reward for calm behavior. 
You begin at a distance where your dog 
can see the fear-causing stimulus (scary 
man with beard) without reacting to it. 
When your dog offers any form of calm 
body language you move away from the 
bearded man as the functional reward. 

BaT defines “functional reward,” as 
“what your dog wants to happen in that 
moment.” in the case of a fearful dog, 
what the dog wants is for the scary thing 
to be farther away. according to stewart, 
a good functional reward for a dog’s calm 
behavior can be to move away from the 
scary thing. similar to CaT, if you teach 

your dog that calm behavior makes scary 
things get farther away, your dog will 
learn to be calm, confident, and not fear-
ful in the presence of those things.

LaT stands for “Look at That” – a 
protocol developed by Leslie McDevitt, 
CpDT-Ka, CDBC, author of Control Un-
leashed, at her training center outside 
philadelphia, pennsylvania. in LaT, the 
key is to keep your dog below threshold 
(quiet and calm) while teaching him to 
look at a scary stimulus, then rewarding 
him for looking at it. To train LaT, click 
and reward your dog the second he looks 
at the bearded man, as long your dog 
doesn’t react adversely. if your dog is too 
close to threshold with the scary stimu-
lus at any distance, start with a neutral 
target and click as soon as he looks at it. 
When your dog is offering a quick glance 
toward the target, name it “Look!” 

Your dog will quickly start to look 
at his scary triggers when you give the 
“Look!” cue, and turn back to you for a 
reward. if your dog does not turn quick-
ly, he’s probably too close to or over his 
threshold. increase the distance between 
you and the bearded man and try again. 
Gradually decrease distance as your 
dog learns to do the “Look!” game with 
things that are worrisome to him. 

Many of the above games and strate-
gies are compatible with each other. CaT 
and BaT tend to be mutually exclusive 
because one moves the dog away from 
the scary thing, while the other moves 
the scary thing away from the dog. other 
than that, the more of the above strate-
gies you apply, the more tools you’ll have 
at your disposal to help your dog cope 
with fear-causing stimuli in his world, 
and the more confident he’ll become. 

Pat Miller, CBCC-KA, CPDT-KA, CDBC, is WDJ’s 
Training Editor. Author of numerous books 
on positive dog training, she lives in Fairplay, 
Maryland, site of her Peaceable Paws training 
center, where she offers dog training classes 
and courses for trainers. See “Resources,” page 
24, for more information.

Be vigilaNt; Protect your Dog
during the confidence-building period, you must protect your dog from becoming 
overwhelmed by things that scare him. if, for example, you force your timid dog to 
accept the attentions of bearded men while he is still fearful of them, or you stay at 
an event that turns out to be noisy with your noise-phobic dog, he may become 
sensitized to the scary stimuli, making his behavior worse, instead of better.
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the “f” Word
How to manage your frustration in dog training.

By stePHaNie colMaN

some people grit their teeth or hold their breath. Others clench their fists or 
rattle off a string of expletives that would make Pacino blush. When the frus-
tration of daily life comes to a boil, people respond in myriad ways. 

Dog training comes with many op-
portunities for human frustration. You 
wanted a dog. You didn’t realize that 
“dog” was potentially code for “eats 
everything in sight, jumps on the kids, 
barks like a jackhammer, and if given the 
chance, leads you on a wild goose chase 
around the neighborhood as your recall 
word falls on deaf ears.” 

Training a dog, regardless of the 
method used, is bound to bring about 
moments of frustration. addressing 
unwanted behavior can take time, and 
today’s modern family often finds spare 
time to be in limited supply. in the midst 
of juggling busy personal and profession-
al lives, it’s easy to suddenly find yourself 
at the end of your rope when it comes to 
dog training. 

The problem with frustration is that, 
when left unchecked, it can lead to an 
emotional outburst. ever lash out with 
harsh words directed at your kids or 
spouse after a particularly challenging 

day at work? We are only human. it hap-
pens. in dog training, these emotional 
outbursts often manifest in strong verbal 
reprimands, leash pops, and other physi-
cal corrections.

interacting with your dog in an angry 
or physically forceful way carries the sub-
stantial risk of damaging the dog-owner 
relationship. it can also create 
an anxious dog, or one who 
“shuts down” when uncertain 
what to do. in extreme cases it 
can become abusive. addition-
ally, there’s a dirty little secret 
about losing one’s temper and 
responding to the dog in a vin-
dictive manner: behaving this 
way can be rewarding. 

How can something as unpleasant 
as yelling at or jerking the dog’s leash be 
rewarding? after all, very few of us feel 
good about losing our temper and resort-
ing to violence (no matter how mild). But 
even a moment of lashing out (verbally or 
physically) serves to vent our frustration, 
and worse, it can alter the dog’s behavior. 
pain or fear may temporarily suppress 
the dog’s unwanted behavior. in the mo-
ment, this can feel like a “win” for the 
handler . . . but this sort of emotional 
outburst on the part of the handler gen-
erally doesn’t result in a lasting behavior 
change in the dog. 

how to get past 
frustration
it’s infinitely easier to teach a dog what 
you want as opposed to what you don’t. 
That’s why positive reinforcement train-
ing can be so effective. it’s built on a 
foundation of recognizing and reward-
ing correct behavior – not waiting for 
the dog to make a mistake. it’s proactive, 
not reactive.  

i freely admit to having moments of 
frustration while training. Despite the 
years of effort i have put into building 
strong, trusting, positive reinforcement-
based relationships with my dogs, i still 
sometimes find myself gritting my teeth 
when things aren’t going as i’d hoped 
and my dog can’t seem to correctly per-
form a behavior we’ve spent generous 
amounts of time training.

The trick lies in learning to manage 

s e l f - i m p r ov e m e n t

keep in mind that our dogs can get very 
frustrated with us, too! especially when 
we fail to give clear directions or when we 
put them in a stressful situation with no 
way out. 

many dogs who have been 
trained with physical force or 
intimidation learn to “shut 
down” when they’re unsure of 
what they’re being asked to do.



To suBsCriBe: whole-dog-journal.com Copyright © 2011, Belvoir Media Group, LLC THe WHoLe DoG JourNaL | 15

What you can do . . .

 ■ if you find yourself getting 
frustrated during training, stop.  
don’t risk taking it out on the 
dog.

 ■ take time to evaluate the 
situation.  Use management to 
prevent unwanted behavior as 
you decide what to do next.

 ■ consider seeking outside help 
from a professional, positive 
trainer.  

 ■ try to think of 
ways to vent 
frustration that 
don’t involve 
your dog. 

the frustration in ways that don’t involve 
taking it out on the dog. The following 
strategies can prove helpful:

 ■ r e l a x  a n d  r e M e M b e r  to 
breathe. sounds easy enough, but 
frustration and stress can inhibit our 
breathing, which affects our body lan-
guage – something our dogs are keenly 
aware of. By concentrating on slow, deep 
breathing, you take in more oxygen, and 
the shoulders, neck, and upper chest 
muscles are used less in the breathing 
process. This helps relax your body pos-
ture, which sends a different picture to 
your dog. 

 ■ pay attention to your dog’s 
behavior. Dogs often respond to stress 
with one of many fine-tuned signals. 
Yawning, lip licking, sniffing the ground, 
and averting their gaze are behaviors 
dogs use with each other to reduce stress 
and defuse potential conflict. if you no-
tice your dog engaging in these behaviors 
during training, take note. He may be 
aware of your rising stress level even be-
fore you are. These signals can be a sign 
your dog is attempting to self-soothe in 
the presence of a stressed handler. 

 ■ it’s okay to stop. When things 
aren’t going well, sometimes the best 
thing to do is call it quits for the day. peo-
ple often feel the need to end on success, 
and keep training as things start falling 
apart. according to legendary animal 
trainer Bob Bailey, whether or not you 
end a training session on success does 
not affect the animal’s ability to success-
fully learn the task at hand.

“ending a training session on a ‘high 

note’ is of little significance in itself,” says 
Bailey. “This assumes that the session 
more or less randomly ends with a suc-
cess or a failure.” However, he cautions 
against creating training scenarios where 
the dog consistently fails and then shuts 
down – a poor precedent for the dog.

 ■ reMeMber how patient and 
Forgiving your dog is oF you. 
That’s advice from professional trainer 
BK Grice of Muncie, indiana. “Take 
some time to just hang out with your 
dog. Break off training and share an ice 
cream together. remember that there 
may be other dogs in your life, but there 
will only be one rex or Lassie. When 
you’ve calmed down, look at what you 
were doing and see if you can make some 
changes. 

 ■ take notes. in her book, Tales of 
Two Species: Essays on Loving and Liv-
ing with Dogs, patricia McConnell talks 
about the importance of being patient, 
and recognizing that training takes time. 
in an example of teaching impulse con-
trol to dogs, she writes, “it takes growing 
humans about 20 years to learn to con-
trol their emotions … so be patient with 
your dogs, and think in terms of months 
and years when training, not days and 
weeks.” 

in an age when popular media aims 
to convince dog owners that behavior 
dramatically changes in the course of an 
hour, this reminder is a refreshing dose 
of eye-opening honesty that should be 
considered.

Feeling like your dog’s behavior is 
not improving can be a major source 
of frustration for people. often, he is 

getting better, but owners who are deeply 
embroiled within a training program 
might have difficulty recognizing the 
incremental changes.

“i often get clients who call me to 
talk about how they aren’t progressing 
in their training programs. Then i go 
out and find a dog who is so much im-
proved, it’s amazing,” says Louise Kerr of 
elite pet Care & education in New south 
Wales, australia. “Clients often cannot 
see the small changes.” 

Learning to recognize and appreciate 
the “baby steps” along the way to com-
plete problem solving can be a valuable 
tool in reducing human frustration. or-
ganized trainers routinely keep training 
logs and journals that document results 
of each training session. analyzing the 

a big benched show, an obedience class, and the 
dalmatian just won’t go with the program. he “downs” 
during the sit-stay. . .

. . . and returns to his owner during the down-stay. it has to be difficult at 
a time like this, but a handler must refrain from showing signs of anger or 
frustration in the show ring, lest her dog start to dread the experience. 
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data offers concrete information 
about a dog’s rate of progress, 
and helps trainers fine-tune 
training programs when nec-
essary. 

styles of record-keeping are 
as varied as the trainers using 
them. sometimes i keep track 
of how many times we practiced 
something and how often my 
dog was correct. other times 
i jot notes about what issues i 
discovered during the training 
session, which directs my focus 
for the next session. 

even something as simple 
as a happy or sad face drawn 
on the calendar – denoting an 
overall “good” or “bad” day in 
training – can prove helpful. 
When working to modify problem 
behavior, it’s easy to forget where you 
started. a quick glance at the ratio of 
happy to sad faces on the calendar can 
provide the confidence boost you need 
to keep pushing forward with what feels 
like a slow-moving or stalled training 
program.

the magic of 
management
Many of the routine problems clients 
ask trainers about can be prevented with 
management: not letting the dog practice 
the unwanted behavior in the first place. 
if your dog is reactive to people and dogs 
walking past his territory, he shouldn’t 
have unsupervised access to the front 
room of the home, where he perches atop 
the sofa, ready to sound the alarm at the 
first sign of passersby. Nor should he be 
unsupervised in the backyard where he 
launches himself at the fence. of course, 
you need to spend time teaching an alter-
native behavior, but if you aren’t prepared 
to actively train, the next best thing is to 
prevent what you don’t want. 

“When possible, don’t let the dog 
make the mistake in the first place,” says 
trainer Gail rhyno of prince edward 
island, Canada. “i didn’t get this right 
away, and looking back, i likely could’ve 
prevented a few behaviors from becom-
ing problems in the first place. Much of 

my frustration appears when i’m not 
training – when i’m tired and i don’t have 
a plan. The unwanted behavior would 
happen and i wouldn’t have a response 
ready and the frustration wells up; i’d feel 
like all the work i’d done the days before 
was wasted.” 

as an example, rhyno says, “With 
my little dog – who’s on high alert all 
the time – i make sure i’m ready, or i 
don’t put her in the situation to make 
mistakes. i don’t have to take her out into 
the yard every time i go. i don’t have to go 
to the places in town that i know are full 
of things that will set her off. i can put 
her on-leash in the house so that when 
guests enter, she doesn’t have the chance 
to jump of them. Things like this have re-
ally helped me get around myself. i can’t 
train all the time; i get tired of it, so in or-
der to not get tired and frustrated, i have 

to find a way to not let my little pooch 
make the mistakes in the first place.”

it’s not personal – But 
you do need to own it
it’s sometimes hard to not internalize 
your dog’s misbehavior and take his non-
compliance as a personal affront. Factor 
in any perfectionist tendencies, you may 
have and it can be a real test in emotional 
self-control to keep from feeling like your 
dog is purposely pawing his nose at you 
when things aren’t going as planned – es-
pecially when training in a group. You’re 
being watched. The heat is on. “please, 
for the love of dog, will you stop jumping 
around and just sit?!”

 emotions are tricky. We know on 
a logical level that noncompliance isn’t 
personal, but this can be tough to re-
member in heat of the moment. one of 
the greatest gifts i’ve gained in training 
dogs – especially my own, where the 
emotional involvement can intensify my 
perfectionist tendencies – is the ability 
to accept my training mistakes, recover, 
and move on. it’s easy to blame the dog. 
“He knows this,” or “He knows better,” 
or even, “He did it right yesterday at the 
park.” it’s harder to look at how our own 
actions likely contributed to the dog’s 
inability to perform to your expectations 

or hopes. 
it’s easy to under-

estimate how a simple 
location change can 
affect a dog’s ability 
to perform correctly. 
Clients who primar-
ily practice behaviors 
with their dog at 
home and during dog 
class often report that 
their dog struggles 
when asked to work 
in new, unfamiliar 
surroundings. This is 
a normal part of the 
training process, and 
why i encourage my 
clients to not believe 
their dog “knows” 
s ome t h i n g  u nt i l 

the author says of her dog, “it’s hard to 
believe i can get frustrated with a dog 
this cute, but it happens. his dedication 
to me and willingness to play whatever 
game i throw his way remind me of the 
importance of creating and maintaining a 
rewarding, respectful relationship.”

it’s easy to blame our dogs when they fail 
to perform “out in the world.” do your 
posture and cues look and sound like they 
do at home? ask someone who is familiar 
with you and your dog give you an honest 
assessment.
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feeliNg stuck?
if you feel your training has stalled, consider the following:

 ✔ get help – if training on your own, consider enrolling in a class or booking a private 
lesson for one-on-one attention. you aren’t expected to have all the answers 
yourself. all dogs are different. even if you’ve trained previous dogs on your own, a little 
professional guidance might be just what you need to jumpstart success.

 ✔ seek a second opinion – there are lots of ways to train different behaviors. if you 
feel you’ve hit a wall with one approach, don’t be afraid to look for new ideas from 
other trainers who follow similar underlying principles (for example, using reward-based 
training versus punishment). However, it’s important to do your homework and give each 

new idea adequate time to work before dis-
missing it and looking for something else. even 
with diligent practice, you can expect it to take 
weeks and months for behavior to change.

 ✔ know your limits – Consider your dog 
training philosophy and know where you 
stand on the use of various forms of 
compulsion and punishment. While more and 
more people are using positive reinforcement 
to initially train behaviors, many well-meaning 
people still suggest punishment-based techniques for problem solving. it can 
be easy to be tempted by the seemingly “quick fix,” especially in the heat of the 
moment when your frustration is running high. a little honest soul-searching away 
from training can help you hold tight to your beliefs.

 ✔ table it – if a specific behavior really has you stumped, step away from 
it for a while. if needed, manage the dog’s environment to prevent 
rehearsal of unwanted behavior and concentrate on things that allow you to 
celebrate success.

take a moment and take a breath. 
Your frustration may put your dog 
on the defensive; that’s the last 
thing you want.

they’ve had training success in several 
different locations away from home. Be 
aware that certain environments will be 
more challenging than others, and grad-
ually raise your expectations at a level 
that is fair and appropriate for your dog.

it’s also important to look at how your 
behavior might affect your dog. if you 
primarily lure your dog into positions 
like sit and down by using treats, you 
might believe your dog “knows” down, 
only to be surprised by his inability to 
perform correctly in the absence of the 
treat. sudden behavior changes on your 
part – such as switching from treat to 
hand signal, or even changing how you 
present a hand signal – can reduce the 
dog’s ability to be correct, which can lead 
to frustration. Make changes like this to 
your training program gradually. 

Finally, don’t forget that dogs can get 
frustrated, too. My Golden retriever 
reserves a specifically pitched bark for 
when i suspect he feels that i’ve failed to 

provide clear direction while running 
agility. More often than not, he’s right 
and my body cues were incorrect. “Dang 
it, woman!” he seems to say. “Where ex-
actly do you want me to go?”

we’re only human
Do i still get frustrated? of course. i’m 
only human. i’ve been known to call 
my dog a creative “pet name” or two, or 
rattle off something to the effect of, “it’s 
a good thing you’re cute,” as i re-set an 
obedience jump bar that he just knocked 
down – again. My secret? i deliver my 
monologue in a happy, upbeat voice, and 
often while delivering a stream of treats 
or tugging with a toy. i release the nec-
essary steam and hope my dog is none 
the wiser.  i’m far from perfect, but this 
trick often helps me keep my emotions in 
check so i’m not as apt to unfairly direct 
frustration toward my dog.

i often think about something an 
agility judge once said during a pre-run 

briefing. i don’t remember her name, but 
her words will stay with me for as long 
as i choose to share my life with dogs. 
“run every run like it’s your dog’s last,” 
she said. powerful words. our dogs are 
never with us long enough. i want to fill 
my memory bank with joyful interac-
tions, not frustration-filled memories 
that potentially led me to treat my dog 
with less than the respect and compas-
sion he deserved.

after all, as an anonymous author is 
widely quoted, “He is your friend, your 
partner, your defender, your dog. You 
are his life, his love, his leader. He will be 
yours, faithful and true, to the last beat of 
his heart. You owe it to him to be worthy 
of such devotion.” 

Stephanie Colman has been training dogs 
in Los Angeles for 10 years. She actively 
competes in obedience and agility with her 
Golden Retriever, Quiz and enjoys spoiling her 
retired Whippet, Zoie.

if your dog looks or acts as if he may be afraid 
of you, you need to take a break – and maybe 
think about finding a trainer (or a new trainer).
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Hell’s Nails
Symmetrical Lupoid Onychodystrophy (SLO) is a 
painful condition causing dogs’ nails to slough.

By stePHaNie colMaN

Dog nails aren’t supposed to fall off, thought first-time dog owner Terrie 
Huberman some 18 months ago. That’s when she first realized that finding one 
of her Pug-Poodle mix’s nails on the floor of her Sherman Oaks, California, 

apartment wasn’t an isolated incident.

it all started when, after coming in 
from a walk, Terrie picked up what would 
turn out to be the keratin shell from one 
of Bonzo’s claws. at the time she thought 
it was something he’d tracked in from 
outside. only later did she learn the shell 
was a telltale sign of symmetrical Lupoid 
onychodystrophy, sLo for short.

sLo is an inflammation of the nail 
matrix where the nail is formed. The 
pattern of inf lammation is similar to 

lupus, giving the condition its “lupoid” 
designation. The inflammatory reaction 
at the nail matrix results in abnormal 
nail development and growth, resulting 
in compromised claws that lift, separate, 
and often fall off. Flare-ups are painful 
and many owners first notice a problem 
when the dog begins favoring or nursing 
an affected foot.

While sLo can affect all breeds 
of dogs, some vets report seeing far 

more cases among certain breeds. 
“When i think of sLo, i think of Ger-
man shepherds, Miniature schnauzers, 
rottweilers, and Corgis,” says holistic 
veterinary practitioner Frank Bousaid, 
DVM, of Harmony animal Wellness 
Center in Monroe, Washington. “in the 
German shepherd, it seems to be worse, 
with more toes involved, in males than 
females.” His experience supports fur-
ther anecdotal evidence found online, 
which cites German shepherd Dogs as 
being predisposed to the condition.

a dog’s claw is made up of three dis-
tinct layers. The visible outer portion 
that must be routinely trimmed is hard, 
dead material. The innermost layer – the 
“quick” – is comprised of nerves and the 
blood supply; this is what bleeds when 
the nail is trimmed too short. initial nail 
growth occurs at the root, located deep in 
the toe. in dogs with sLo, damage takes 
place at the root level about three to four 
months before the nail becomes visible. 
When affected nails emerge, they are 
misshapen and can also be hollow, soft 
or brittle, or discolored.

onset is typically acute, with one or 
two claws initially being affected. “one 
of the hallmarks of sLo is multiple claw 
lesions,” says alexander Werner, VMD, 
Diplomate of the american College of 
Dermatology. “if i had a case that came 
in with a single digit where the claw was 
abnormal, Lupoid onychodystrophy 
would not be high on my list. sLo by 
definition affects multiple nails.”

Both vets agree the condition is rela-
tively rare. as a veterinary dermatologist, 
Dr. Werner estimates he treats fewer than 
10 patients per year. 

diagnosis
achieving a definitive diagnosis can be 
tricky because it requires a biopsy of the 
nail matrix, which must be accomplished 
by removing a piece of the third phalanx 
– the last part of the toe. This surgical 
procedure, much like a de-clawing of a 
cat, has a painful recovery and results in 
a malformation of any nail growth that 
follows (since the nail matrix has been 

h e a lt h

“my nails could do what?!” Slo is a painful 
condition that can cause your dog to 
limp, or to resist having to exercise at all, 
especially on hard surfaces. 
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surgically altered). For owners looking 
for an absolute diagnosis, dogs with af-
fected dew claws are considered the best 
candidates for biopsy.

Due to the highly invasive nature of 
the biopsy, vets often make an initial di-
agnosis based on the characteristics of 
the disease, or, because treatment is well 
tolerated by most dogs, many vets will 
begin treatment on the suspicion of sLo, 
watching for signs of improvement.

treatment
Both traditional and holistic practitioners 
agree on the core treatment protocol 
for sLo. High-dose essential fatty 
acids (eFas), specifically omega-3 and 
omega-6, along with a generally well-
tolerated antibiotic such as tetracycline 
or doxycycline is the most common 
approach. antibiotics are used to try 
to save affected nails while preventing 
nail bed infections, which can get into 
the bone and lead to the loss of the toe. 
Nail bed infections also affect circulation 
to the feet. eFas are used for their anti-
inflammatory properties.

“in sLo, there is an unexplained in-
flammatory process that is happening at 
the cuticle level,” explains Dr. Bousaid. 
“There’s an infiltrate of inflammatory 
cells into the nail bed. That’s the im-
mune-mediated part; this huge attack 
by the immune system on the nail bed. 
omega-3s and omega-6s act as an anti-
inf lammatory to help calm down the 
overactivity.”

When it comes to eFas, Dr. Bou-
said strongly recommends salmon oil 
dispensed in free-fluid form rather than 
processed and encapsulated for conve-
nience. “i like salmon oil specifically; i 
think it’s the gold standard of fish oils 
in dogs,” he says, noting that salmon oil 
has an ideal ratio of omega-3 to omega-6 
for dogs. He recommends clients stay 
away from cod liver oil , which is fre-
quently manufactured in China and can 
be months or years old by the time it’s 
purchased and consumed in the u.s. He 
does not recommend the use of flaxseed 
oil, which is often popular with veg-
etarian clients looking to avoid animal 
products. He cautions that omega-3s and 
omega-6s from non-animal sources such 
as flaxseed oil are poorly utilized by dogs. 

in addition to antibiotics and high-
dose fatty acids, Dr. Bousaid also 
incorporates vitamin B (specifically nia-
cinamide, not niacin or nicotinic acid), 
vitamin e, and plain gelatin.

“Vitamin B serves as a natural free 
radical scavenger for anything that’s col-
lagen based – skin, nails, etc.,” he says. 
“it has to do with the development of the 
dermal layer and aids in the foundational 
structure of the nail. i use vitamin B for 
its nail-strengthening properties. it aids 
in the development of the nail matrix 
that will harden and become part of the 
nail. Vitamin e also helps the nail matrix, 
playing a role in healthy nail formation.” 
it’s believed that the fatty acids and vita-
mins work in tandem. Fatty acids help 
reduce inflammation and vitamins B and 
e serve as tools to help rebuild the nail.

long-term challenge
one challenge with treatment is that 
much of the disease activity takes place 
before nail growth is even visible. ad-
ditionally, the disease is often cyclical, 
so many vets opt for lengthy treatment 
plans.

“i usually follow a treatment protocol 
of four to eight weeks,” says Dr. Wer-
ner. “The four weeks is just to make sure 
things are going well and to see that we’re 

starting to get some good re-growth of 
lost nails and no additional nail loss. at 
eight weeks we’ll get a sense of how well 
the nails are doing. This disease can wax 
and wane and i want to make sure we’re 
not in a waning phase before i withdraw 
a drug that might be helpful. Because the 
therapy is so well tolerated, inexpensive, 
and benign for long-term use, i usually 
go six months before thinking of chang-
ing the therapy.”

Many vets, especially those who rare-
ly encounter cases of sLo, will prescribe 
a steroid such as prednisone in an at-
tempt to reduce inflammation. Both Dr. 
Werner and Dr. Bousaid consider this 
ill-advised, noting the host of secondary 
problems that can arise from steroid use.

“in situations where a vet has pre-
scribed steroids to treat suspected or 
confirmed sLo, a referral to an animal 
dermatologist is very important,” says 
Dr. Werner. “one of the reasons people 
see dermatologists is to get dogs off ste-
roids for skin conditions. i think steroids 
are overkill; you may produce a lot of 
systemic problems by using a potent 
medication that may or may not be nec-
essary. i think it’s pulling out a big gun 
when you need a sharp shooter.” steroid 
use can result in increased thirst, appe-
tite, weight gain, and muscle loss, and 
can have negative effects on the liver. 

“in extreme cases, short-term steroid 
use may be needed, but given a choice, 
it’s best to use something else,” cautions 
Dr. Werner.

prognosis
While not curable, most dogs tolerate 
treatment well and once it stimulates 
new nail growth, antibiotics can often be 
eliminated from a maintenance regimen 
of eFas and vitamins. when flare-ups 
occur, booties or restricted activity are 
recommended to help protect the affect-
ed claws. Many patients report success 

Slo almost always affects more than 
one nail. german Shepherd dogs are the 
most commonly affected, but a dog of any 
breed can develop the condition. 

aNotHer oPtioN
pentoxifylline, brand name trental, has been used in Western medicine with 
some success to help treat dogs with slo.  according to dr. bousaid, the drug was 
originally being looked at to treat cases of ear margin Necrosis, due to its ability to 
increase tissue vascularity.  it is not yet licensed for use in animals, but is licensed for 
human use to treat peripheral artery disease.  the drug helps increase blood flow 
by decreasing its viscosity.  because both vitamin b and trental increase blood flow, 
they should not be given together.  Common side effects include nausea, and with 
no available generic, the drug can be costly when dosed for larger animals.
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with bathing the feet in a saline or di-
luted antiseptic solution after walks. 

“i don’t think it’s curable, but it’s con-
trollable and most dogs do very well,” 
says Dr. Werner.

such is the case with Bonzo. one year 
into treatment, the veterinarian success-
fully dropped antibiotics from Bonzo’s 
treatment plan; Terrie continues to give 

Bonzo eFas and vitamin e daily. an 
energetic bundle of youthful energy, his 
quality of life remains unaffected, except 
for occasional flare-ups, which fortunate-
ly are nowhere near as involved as the 
initial presentation of the disease.

“His nails are looking much better,” 
she says. “The sLo is totally manageable 
now. When he has a flare-up, mostly in 
the summer, we avoid going hiking. i feel 
like it has stabilized, and i’m not nearly 
as panicked about it.” 

Freelance writer and avid agility competitor 
Stephanie Colman has been training dogs in 
Los Angeles for 10 years. 

What you can do . . .

 ■ teach your dog to calmly accept 
foot and nail handling so you 
can routinely examine his nails.

 ■  talk to your groomer.  groomers 
are often the first ones to notice 
nail abnormalities.

 ■ watch for excessive foot-
licking and chewing; make an 
appointment with your vet 
 if you see this.

 ■ if your dog has Slo, try 
to have him 
seen by (or 
have your vet 
consult with)
a veterinary 
dermatologist.

Bonzo’s nails responded well to treatment, 
but it took a year of taking antibiotics 
in addition to an efa supplement and 
vitamin e. his owner will continue the 
dietary supplements for life, in hopes of 
warding off future Slo attacks.

a case History of slo froM a WDJ suBscriBer
i adopted my greyhounds, Cleo and ramses, from personalized 
greyhounds in Camp Hill, pennsylvania on april 11, 2009. 

in may of 2009 ramses was running in the backyard and tore 
one of his toenails off in the grass. the quick was exposed and it 
was bleeding profusely. the vet sedated him and then trimmed 
and wrapped his foot and prescribed an antibiotic. after several 
months the nail cap began to grow back, but as soon as it did it 
was scaly and immediately sloughed off. the quick was no longer 
raw so it didn’t bother him. 

everything was good until december 2010; ramses had just 
turned 6. While getting his toenails clipped at the vet’s he yelped 
and jumped off the table when the vet tech was beginning to clip 

a nail. He was bleeding and the vet was called in to 
take a look. the nail cap was standing up; it had split 
up the underside of the nail. she clipped it off and 
bandaged his foot. that started a downward spiral 
which for several months required a lot of vet visits. 
right away ramses started getting loose nail caps; 
they would split up the back and hang by a “thread” 
on the top of the foot. this made walking painful so 
he was bandaged most of the time. He lost all the 
nails on that foot. 

i emailed peggy levin, the president of personalized greyhounds, 
to ask her if she had ever had this problem with other “greyts.” 
she told me about slo; i immediately contacted my vet. ramses 
by this time had started to lose nails on his other front foot. We 
began a treatment plan for him. aller g-3 capsules: 2 caps 2x/day. 
Niacinamide 500mg: 1 tablet 3x/day. Vitamin e 400 i.u.: 1 cap 2x/
day. doxycycline 200mg: 2x/day. 

We started this regimen in January 2011. eventually ramses lost 
all of his nail caps. during this period as the nails were becoming 
loose and falling off he experienced a lot of pain. He received tra-
madol HCl 50 mg: 1.5 tabs 2x/day. His feet were bandaged when 
the quick was raw and bleeding. after a month ramses could not 
tolerate the antibiotic. He had loose stool, vomiting, and loss of 
appetite. the vet took him off of doxycycline and administered 
a Covenia injection. ramses immediately perked up and began 
eating again. 

by the end of april all of the nail caps were gone but now he 
started to lick his feet and if they weren’t bandaged he would lick 
them raw. the vet suggested laser therapy – 6 treatments every 
2 days – and 1 percent silver sulfadiazine cream on the raw spots 
and bandages. after two laser treatments the feet began to show 
improvement. He still insisted on licking so i bought baby socks 
with grippers on the bottoms. i put these on his feet and hold 
them in place with adhesive tape. the laser treatments did won-
ders. all the hair grew back and the sore spots healed. 

ramses now has nail caps on all of his nails. they are thin, scaly, 
and deformed, but they are there. He can now walk a complete 
circuit around our neighborhood and is a happy boy. We discon-
tinued the antibiotic injections in June and he remains on the 
aller g-3, niacinamide, and vitamin e. He wears socks all the time; 
when it is wet outside i cover his socks with glad press n seal. 

this is a painful problem and the cure 
is long. i will probably keep socks on 
ramses for the remainder of his life. 
He will take the meds forever, too.  
– pam mowrey, Waynesboro, pa
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Breed discrimination, guilty dogs, funky noses, and more

thank you for Lisa rodier’s excellent article on breed dis-
crimination in the insurance industry (“No insurance,” 
June 2011). i am fortunate to live in pennsylvania, one 

of the states that forbid such discrimination, but it still exists 
here due to ignorance and some shady maneuvering on the 
part of the insurance industry.

For several years at my previous job i held a pennsylvania 
property & Casualty insurance agent’s license. i wrote surety 
bonds, not homeowner’s or renter’s insurance, but the license 
and its associated educational requirements are the same. in 
order to obtain my license, i had to study a 5-inch thick manual, 
attend a multi-day instructional seminar, and take an exam 
which lasted about two and a half hours, as well as agree to 
fulfill several credits of continuing education per license term. 

Not once during this journey 
was it mentioned that pennsyl-
vania is a non-discriminatory 
state – but the “risk” associated 
with certain dog breeds was. it 
was not until i became actively 
involved in dog breed advocacy 
that i learned that breed alone 
was not a legal basis for declin-
ing to insure in this state.

The problem is, the legal 
language forbidding denial of 
insurance coverage based solely 
on breed of dog is not contained 
in the insurance laws; it’s bur-

ied in the Dog Law portion – specifically the Dangerous Dogs 
section – of the agricultural statutes (Title 3 p.s. pa sT Ch. 8, § 
459-507-a  . . . right below another good-to-know subsection for-
bidding municipal breed bans!). as a result, this information is 
conveniently omitted in the education of insurance agents. Fur-
ther, because it is buried in the “Construction of article” section 
and somewhat hard for the casual researcher to find, insurance 
companies who are “in the know” about it bank on members of 
the general public not knowing their rights and standing up for 
them. Folks who don’t know the law simply swallow the insurers’ 
tale that they are uninsurable hook, line, and sinker.

When the mother of my best friend (and co-founder of our or-
ganization) decided to change insurers for her renter’s coverage, 
the first agency she called asked her if she owned a dog; she an-
swered in the affirmative. The next question was, “What breed?” 
upon honestly replying, “a pit bull,” she was told they would 
not insure her. The next day, when my friend called and angrily 
pointed out the unlawfulness of their decision, he was told that 
the agent his mother had spoken with was “inexperienced” and 
that they would gladly provide coverage . . . Fortunately, they 
had already obtained a policy from allstate, whose agent wasn’t 
concerned (in fact, hadn’t even asked) about what breed their dog 
happened to be (the agent himself owned Dobermans!).

Breed discrimination – not only insurance discrimination but 
also breed-specific legislation – does nothing to punish the ir-
responsible owners who are to blame for most dog bite incidents; 

instead, it hurts responsible, law-abiding dog owners who want 
to do the right thing. Further, i suspect it actually encourages 
insurance fraud and misrepresentation by forcing consumers to 
lie about their dogs’ breeds in order to obtain policies.

Lori Zimmer, president and co-founder BaD press
Breed anti-Defamation, protection, and rescue society, inc.

badpress.org

The next letter is in response to “What Do You Think?” (July 2011), 
in which Pat Miller discussed a presentation on anthropomorphism 
by Alexandra Horowitz, PhD. Dr. Horowitz devised studies to 
determine whether a person’s expectation of a dog’s “guilt” resulted 
in the person’s interpretation of a dog’s behavior as “guilty.”

i agree that dogs more often look “guilty” because of our 
body language and tone of voice – until this happened:

i have an extremely bright Border Collie-mix i adopted 
from our local Humane society. i caught him once eating off 
the counter and used the “ah-ah” correction. He was so terrified 
of people that i have never used anything more harsh than “ah-
ah,” and even that correction is rare. He has had a lot of positive 
training/clicker training, work with a behaviorist, and a course in 
“control unleashed” in which he learned “doggy Zen’ and other 
self-control techniques. 

Long story short, i had made some cornbread and set in on 
the stove to cool. i stepped outside for a moment to say goodbye 
to a friend. When i came back into the house, only one of my 
dogs greeted me. Normally, both dogs act like i’ve been gone for-
ever even if it’s only been a minute or two. i was a little puzzled, 
but thought no more of it until i entered the kitchen and saw 
my smart little BC cross peeking in from the dining room, head 
held low, whites of his eyes showing. He slinked in to greet me. i 
had no idea why he was acting so strange until i saw that he had 
eaten the top off the corn bread. 

i gotta say, i could hardly keep from laughing – but now i 
think some dogs do feel guilt. i have absolutely no other expla-
nation for his behavior. This dog is the brightest dog i’ve ever 
owned, so maybe that has something to do with it. But there 
you have it.

pat emmerson
Via email

I have to say, I’ve heard more stories from friends about their dogs’ 
guilt. My friend Maureen, for example, insists that family dog Carly 
(a former neighbor and frequent model, in her youth, for WDJ) is 
waiting to greet her just inside the front door when she gets home 
from work every day – except on the days that Carly has gotten 
into the garbage. Then Carly hides upstairs. Maureen says, “There 
is no way I’m cueing her to be anxious; I don’t know whether she 
got into the garbage or not until I’ve entered the house.” Pat Miller 
has explained this to me, saying something along the lines of, 
“Carly has formed a negative association between garbage strewn 
around the house and Maureen’s unhappy behavior; that’s all.”  
I just don’t know. It’s sure interesting to observe, anyway.

 l e t t e r s   

“my pit bulls are monsters 
only on halloween!” says 
lori Zimmer, president of 
badpress.org.
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 l e t t e r s   

Having just finished the article about more assistive 
products for dogs with mobility problems (“even More 
support,” august 2011), i love the idea of putting down 

cheap runners for elderly dogs for no-slip solutions. However 
i must point out that many yoga mats as well as cotton fab-
rics have toxic materials in them and can be hazardous to a 
dog’s health. i feel your readers should be aware of this when 
searching for this type of solution for their elderly pets.

sharon
Via email

regarding your editorial in the august issue: We all have 
been told that Consumer Reports tests everything they 
report on. They eat peanut butter, test cars, and paint 

rooms, for example. since dogs can’t report true quality, the 
question is this: “Who at Consumer Reports gets to eat the 
Gravy Train?”

 With tongue-in-cheek, Jackie Malcolm
via email

  
Yeah, take a look at “meat and bone meal” and tell me you’d eat 
it. Whereas, I would not be a bit frightened to eat some of my 
dog’s food! 

regarding “Noses and Toes Gone Wrong” (august 2011): 
i am thrilled and honored to have my Blissful Dog Nose 
Butter mentioned in this amazing article. Thank you 

so much. i have said one of my missions is to eradicate this 
heinous condition from dog noses and helpful articles such 
as this one really help spread the word to pet owners. There is 
relief for this condition. 

Kathy Dannel Vitcak
theblissfuldog.com

i appreciate that Greyhounds’ corns were included in “Noses 
and Toes Gone Wrong” but felt the small side box and lim-
ited information regarding corns was less then helpful. The 

true cause of Greyhounds’ corns is still very debated as are 
various treatment methods including the duct tape method 
discussed in the article. The topic of Greyhounds and corns 
could easily be an entire article! Thanks for acknowledging 
us Greyhounds owners struggling with corns, but please dig 
deeper on the topic!

Joshannan Kimpel
arlington Heights, iL

We’ll see what we can do; thanks for the suggestion. There are so 
many conditions that can plague our dogs, and so few pages in 
which to discuss them! 

Heartworm resistance Update

There’s more than one resistant heartworm isolate

In “time to step it up” (WdJ July 2011), we described one small 
study that showed only advantage multi was 100 percent ef-
fective against the mp3 strain of resistant heartworms after a 

single dose. the report was true as far as it went, but new points 
have emerged that make this a more complex story and one for 
which we do not have all the answers yet.

the mp3 heartworm strain was isolated from a dog in georgia 
in 2006 and kept in the laboratory for study, but has apparently 
not been found outside the lab since. more recently, studies have 
identified additional heartworm isolates with “reduced suscep-
tibility” (the term researchers prefer to “resistance”) in the lab to 
heartworm preventives. these strains were taken from dogs in the 
mississippi Valley region who developed heartworm infections 
despite being on monthly preventives. unpublished laboratory 
studies show that none of the existing heartworm preventive 
medications, including advantage multi, were 100 percent effec-
tive against these isolates. 

it’s important to emphasize that all of the heartworm preven-
tives are still effective against most heartworms, even those from 
potentially resistant strains. in fact, further unpublished results 
from the mp3 study showed that all four of the heartworm pre-
ventives tested (Heartgard, interceptor, revolution, and advantage 
multi) were 100 percent effective against this strain after three 
consecutive monthly doses were given.

Heartworm resistance is not 
a reason to discontinue monthly 
heartworm preventives; in fact, 
the opposite is true. it’s more 
important than ever to give 
hear tworm preventives 
year-round, and to have 
your dog tested for 
heartworm infection ev-
ery year. because it takes 
larvae about six months 
to mature into adult heartworms that can be detected by heart-
worm tests, the best time for testing is in the spring, six months 
after the start of cold weather (for those in warmer areas, testing 
can be done at any time). 

potential heartworm resistance is still believed to be geograph-
ically limited to the mississippi Valley, from missouri to louisiana. as 
discussed in July’s article, those who live in this area may also want 
to consider giving heartworm preventives more often or at in-
creased dosages, if their veterinarians agree that it is safe to do so.

– Mary Straus
for more iNformatioN

 ❖ Heartworms and resistance: truth or Fiction? 
bayeranimalhealthsymposium.com/blagburn_heartworm.shtml

don’t stop using those heartworm 
preventives in the face of resistant 
strains; that’s the time to step it up!
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Wet…dry…raw…special formula…homemade. Dog 
food choices continue to expand. Good Eats explores 
and explains what distinguishes the best foods from the 
competition. You’ll discover the “lasting” advantages of 
canned foods, and you’ll learn why you should never buy 
commercially manufactured treats at the grocery store. 
Read how to improve your dog’s digestion, or how to 
combat an eating disorder. You’ll learn the three rules of a 
homemade diet…how to prevent a nutrient imbalance…
and why there is no one perfect food.
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You love your dog, but you don’t love some of his habits. 
The good news is that it’s possible – and sometimes even 
easy – to reform his vices. You’ll fi nd why positive training and 
counter-conditioning are such eff ective tools in addressing 
problems ranging from separation anxiety to reactive 
behaviors. Learn how to get the demanding barker to ask 
politely, and why you should never punish a dog for growling. 
We’ll reveal the one key (yes, there is one!) to housetraining 
success, even with older dogs. MENDING HIS WAYS will show 
you how to overcome confl icts in a multi-dog household. 
You’ll fi nd practical measures for thwarting the dog who is a 
would-be escape artist, for overcoming crating problems, for 
stopping destructive chewing, and more.
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If you want your dog to think and work cooperatively with 
you, use positive training. In COMMAND PERFORMANCE 
you will get step-by-step instruction for using positive 
training to teach your dog to “sit,” “come,” “stay” and 
more using language and cues. You’ll learn how to teach 
your dog to greet calmly and build his self-control in the 
face of distractions. Develop leash-walking etiquette and 
exemplary dog-park behavior. Positive training techniques 
that work, to set your dog- and yourself- up for success. 
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You are your dog’s health care provider, and it’s up to you 
to know what’s normal and when attention is needed. 
You need to be hands-on with his daily care and ready for 
any emergency. ALL’S WELL is packed with authoritative 
guidance to foster greater wellness for your dog, with tips 
and recommendations for making your home a healthy 
canine environment. 
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The first few days and weeks with a new dog will 

determine the success of your long-term relationship. 

From preparing your house and family to setting up rules 

and routines, it’s up to you to set the stage. THE PUPPY 

PRIMER takes you through the essential steps for getting 

your puppy off to a healthy and confident start in your 

home. Learn to crate train and housebreak quickly and 

effectively, with fewer mistakes and messes along the way. 

You’ll learn how and when to socialize your pup. Tips and 

guidance for quelling nipping, and acclimating your dog 

to her vet or groomer, and for instituting a lifelong “Say 

Please” program to encourage good manners.
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traiNiNg aNd iNStrUctioN

 ❖ Pat miller, CbCC-Ka, Cpdt-Ka, CdbC, peaceable 
paws dog and puppy training, Fairplay, md. train 
with modern, dog-friendly positive methods. group 
and private training, rally, behavior modification, 
workshops, intern and apprentice programs. trainers 
can become “pat miller Certified trainers” (pmCt) 
by successfully completing pat’s level 1 (basic dog 
training and behavior) and both level 2 academies 
(behavior modification and instructors Course).  
(301) 582-9420; peaceablepaws.com

 ❖ Sarah richardson, Cpdt-Ka, CdbC, the Canine 
Connection, Chico, Ca. training, puppy classes, 
socialization sessions, “playcare,” boarding. 
Force-free, fun, positive training. (530) 345-1912; 
thecanineconnection.com 

holiStic VeteriNariaNS 

 ❖ american Holistic Veterinary medical association 
(aHVma). po box 630, abingdon, md 21009. send a 
self-addressed, stamped envelope for a list of holistic 
veterinarians in your area, or search ahvma.org

BookS aNd dVdS

 ❖ WdJ training editor pat miller is author of Positive 
Perspectives: Love Your Dog, Train Your Dog; 
Positive Perspectives 2: Know Your Dog, Train Your 
Dog; Power of Positive Dog Training; Play With 
Your Dog; and Do Over Dogs: Give Your Dog a 
Second Chance at a First Class Life. available from 
dogwise, (800) 776-2665 or dogwise.com

 r e s o u r c e s   

WhaT’s 
aheaD …

 ❖ no Wigs 
neeDeD 
What chemo is 
like for dogs; 
what to expect, 
how to prepare.

 ❖ braking  
The bark 
Help for those 
who live with a 
very barky dog. 
More than one? 
Have a medal.

 ❖ iT’s in  
The can 
WDJ’s 2011 wet 
food review.

 ❖ Don’T Drink 
The WaTer 
Giardia, 
Coccidia, and 
Cryptosporidium, 
oh my. 

 ❖ haTes craTes 
What to do 
when your dog 
just can’t stand 
confinement.

 ❖ aDDison’s 
anD 
cushing’s 
These conditions 
result when the  
adrenal glands 
are insufficient 
or overactive 
(respectively). 

 ❖ amazing 
apple ciDer 
vinegar 
It’s used as a 
topical rinse for 
skin and coat and 
internally to help 
over-alkaline dogs.

You’re leading us 
to drink! 
Unathorized copying or 
distribution of WDJ
is not permitted

This publication is supported by sales of 
subscriptions and back issues. 

If you would like to share material from WDJ with 
a group, please contact our Reprint Manager, 
Jocelyn Donnellon, at (203) 857-3100.


