By Barbara Axel

We have been presenting programs on dog care and
training for sometime and | find it is best to visit the
facility about aweek before the actual program to see
the room we have to work in and sometimes rearrange
the room so it is more dog/child accessible. We also
want to see how close to the front door it is, to find out
if the school or organization has specia regulations that
must be observed, and if we arerequired to signin and
wear visitor or volunteer tags.

On the day of the program when we arrive at the site about 15 minutes before the start time we set up an
ex-pen at an already designated area outdoors to allow the dogs to relieve themselves and have a drink if
they so wish. While the dogs are in the ex-pen their crates are arranged on adolly. Then the dogs are
placed in crates on the dolly and wheeled to the room. Sometimesit is along distance from front door to
the room where we will be working and we are pleased the dogs are accustomed to the routine and are
quiet. Thetravel crates are the fiberglass type with metal mesh doors so it isless likely a passerby will be
tempted to stick fingersin the crates at the most inopportune times. We usually are able to set up before
the children arrive.
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If the room has carpeting, and many do, | ask that the children be seated on the floor in a half circle.
When we work with 80 to 100 children at atime we have the children arrange themselves in rows with
enough room for adog and handler to walk between the rows. We promise the children that all of them
will get to pet adog IF THEY WANT TO. Some children may be afraid or alergic and they are
positioned to the rear of the room by the teachers or monitors UNOBTRUSIVELY at the time the
children are seated. We are clued in to where not to go with the dogs at that time. We want thisto be a
positive experience, so it is best to have few surprises.

Programs are geared to the age of the audience, with presentations for preschool and kindergartners
lasting for 1/2 hour, and the older children afull hour with time for questions. The children really are
responsive to the interactive educational program, and as you can see, the best part is petting the dogs.
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What kinds of dogs are best suited to these programs?

Dogs MUST bein exceptional health, be up to date with inoculations, well groomed, trained to the
minimum attainment of a CGC, and be extremely steady and calm in large crowds. Not only should they
tolerate touching. They must look forward to it. Unexpected events are the norm. Adults sometimes rush
toward a pet without warning and extend fistsin away that may be interpreted by the dog as threatening.
Children in groups can be busy, may touch the dog in inappropriate places, and may even pull an ear or
tail.

Dogs that aren't steady when there are sudden percussive sounds, or fast jerking motions should not be
used for these programs even if they are good at home. Demo dogs should not be wild in any way, or
jump up aggressively on ayoungster....or adult. They should have the same attributes as therapy dogs.

The handlers, in addition to having good rapport with their dogs must also be very attentive to what is
going on around them. No cell phone calls during the performance. And do not alow anyone other than
yourself to give the dog atreat. Dogs must be picked up after, and a clean-up kit consisting of spray,
paper towels, and plastic bag is usually part of the equipment we bring.

Clean stainless steel food dish

Collar with ID and rabies tags (We talk about rabies and the NC state requirement)

Soft dog toy to be played with under supervision...and talk about good and bad games to play with dogs
Nylabone for chewing when left alone

Grooming tools such as combs; bristle, pin, and slicker brushes; gloves for short coated dogs
Toothbrush and special toothpaste....we have a box of baking soda handy and say that it too is good for
brushing teeth

Ear wipes, Nail clippers
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The program starts with me holding a stuffed toy dog. We discuss how thisisthe perfect pet for it never
getsinto trouble, doesn't eat and doesn't get sick, and when you are tired of it you can throw it away. (I
throw it away.) Then | ask for a show of hands from the children to seeif they have pets already. Caged
pets? Fish? Cats? Dogs? How many have been asking their parents for a puppy? And how long does a
puppy live? What are you going to be doing 10 years from now? Do your parents want the dog so much
that they are willing to take care of it when you are busy with other things like going to college?

At this time we hand out the AKC bookmark, the Workbook, review them, and talk to the group about the
ways people and pets are similar or different. Then, while passing around props we talk about care and
training, ending with the demo on the way to pick up after your dog. Along with that demo | ask those
who are old enough some math questions. If your dog has 3 BM's aday how many does he make a week?
A year? What about for the next 10 years? How many of you own 2 dogs? The numbers are startling.

So we talk about the way worms can be transferred from other dogs through infested BM's left on the
ground. And then I mention that some worms can be transferred to boys and girls the same way. The
moral isthat dogs BM's must be picked up.

We talk and review the ways dogs communicate by looking at the line drawings in the Workbook.
Children can see for themselves the differences between calm and angry dogs, warning signs, and how to
minimize dangerous situations. We also talk about correct dog etiquette by referring to the Workbook
drawings. | tell the very young to make sure there is a grownup present when they play with their own
dog. By thetimeachildisin 4th or 5th grade heis ready to take on some responsibilities himself.
Included in the Workbook is a contact phone number for alocal low cost spay and neuter program.
Depending on the age of the audience , and the decision of the group inviting us we may discuss spay and
neuter also. It iswhen we review the Workbook that the audience seems to ask the most questions.

Be prepared and say you don't know if you can't answer a particular query. Also tell the questioner that
you will find out and tell the teacher who is asked to relate the answer to the class. They mostly do.
Often the organization sponsoring the program will print copies of written handouts.

By this time our dogs who have been waiting patiently (or not so patiently) in their crates are ready.

The doors are opened and as dogs exit crates, leashes and collars are fitted, then the dogs perform to
verbal and signal commands. If the dogsjust walk quietly on leash, stand for brushing, and sit or down
on command that isimpressive enough. The most important command isto come when called.

We talk to the dogs quietly, and ask the children to be very quiet so the dogs can concentrate on what we
are whispering to them. Children are encouraged to applaud when | say "exercise finished." The
audiences are very cooperative and also concentrate for those words of release to be uttered.

All audiences love it best when a dog makes a mistake. We do too, for it gives us a chance to teach the
children not to get impatient with their own dog, but to find away to communicate. The applauseis
deafening when the dog then completes his task with no mistakes.

If the dog has had some training there are some fun things to demonstrate too, such asretrieving a

dumbbell or key ring, picking up a coin, or running through atunnel on command. Unlessthefootingis
really good we don't demonstrate jumping exercises.
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By now the children are excited, and the dogs can hardly wait for they know is coming next. The children
are instructed on the right way to pet adog. They are asked to pat hard on their own heads. Next, on
instruction, they stroke their own arm softy with their hand. Which feels better?

They know that everyone will get a chance to meet at least one dog, and are told to remain in place as the
dog approaches, then to hold their hand out, palm up and cupped. After the dog sniffstheir hand they can
stroke and feel how soft the fur is.
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If you are teaching on your own, or are with a group that does not have insurance, | would strongly
recommend that you obtain liability insurance. Therapy Dogs International, Therapy Dogs Incorporated,
and People Pet Partnership have testing procedures and issue insurance to members in good standing.
Insurance policies do change from time to time, and it is advised that you check the current status of the

group when you apply.

Barbara Axel, breeder/ trainer/exhibitor, Board
Member of North Carolina Responsible Animal
Owners Alliance (NCRAQA), has organized and
participated in programs promoting responsible pet
ownership since the late '60's.

Positive interactions between dogs and children under
the supervision of adults has been a primary goal.
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