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What is a service dog?

In America, under the ADA, a 
service animal is defined as a 
dog that has been individually 
trained to do work or perform 
tasks for an individual with a 
disability.  The task(s) 
performed by the dog must 
be directly related to the 
person's disability.



My philosophy is that a service dog’s 
purpose is to work, in partnership, with its 
handler, towards their highest potential for 
independence, freedom, and best health for 
both. 

I believe, in turn, it is the trainer and 
handler’s responsibility to choose and raise, 
or train, the appropriate dog that will best 
succeed in the job, with the highest quality 
of life for the dog as well as the handler.

Dogs should be chosen when they are 
physically, mentally, temperamentally and 
emotionally suited to the job and the client. 





My goal is to create a 
partnership that is fulfilling to 
both the human and the dog 
and elevates the quality of life 
for both to its highest potential. 

The content of this presentation 
will be about creating and 
maintaining intelligent 
disobedience in our dogs by 
nurturing early cognitive and 
movement development and 
the foundations, or ABCs, of 
service dog tasking and sociality 
as early as possible. 



When we consider the steps needed to create 
a happy, willing, creative and critical thinking, 
intelligently disobedient service dog, I want to 
suggest we start with understanding how a 
dog perceives the world and how we can use 
that understanding to create multiple healthy 
sensory input points as a puppy to give the 
dog a greater number of information gathering 
skills than dogs unexposed to various smells, 
sounds, sights and feelings at a very early 
age. 





This topic is relevant to all service dog trainers 
and obedience trainers preparing puppies to 
move on to a service dog trainer when “ready”. 

Handlers need a dog to not be under 
obedience commands at all times, waiting for 
the what the handler wants. 

Service dogs trainers are regularly challenged 
with requests from clients who come with 
obedience trained dogs that can not be trained 
as service dogs. Their obedience has 
squashed their drives sufficiently that the dog 
can not come out of obedience to perform the 
tasking. Obedience has become the dog’s 
“mother language”. 





Obedience trainers, both sport and pet, 
that are prepping dogs to move on to the 
service dog trainer after  the dog had been 
obedience trained to public access 
competency are often unknowingly stifling 
the dog’s drives and the dog’s native free 
thinking. 

This can be extremely costly in time, 
money and stress, to the patient/client who 
may have to wash a dog because it has 
been pre-programmed with hard wired 
default behaviors. 



I have found that a dog prepped with the mother, 
or genetic language of his drives along with the 
handler participation, is often much more 
intuitive and mentally in sync with handler, when 
they have worked with the service dog trainer for 
the teams long term goals. 

When the team/dog is mentally, physically, 
socially and maturely prepared in this way, 
the team trust bond is usually strong and 
healthy, without neediness in both partners.  







Terminology:

Obedience – the dog is always under the 
direction of the handler or trainer. 

Behavioral training – the dog has learned to 
make good independent choices for 
prosocial behavior for the well being of the 
group without being under direction. This is 
often created by allelomimetic learning also 
known as “Monkey See, Monkey do” 
learning. 

A well trained service dog will have both, as 
is  necessary to do the job. For me, training 
behavior first makes obedience easier for 
both of us. I find it builds trust both ways. 



A service dog generally works better when not reliant on 
direct handler input at all times, but is able to read 
situations properly, in many contexts and environments, 
and performs what is necessary for the handler’s 
benefit. 

Service dogs are of course obedient 
when necessary, but not always 
waiting for what the handler “wants”, 
but looking for and giving what the 
handler “needs”. 



Service Dog trainers need to retain and nurture the dog’s 
independent thinking and skills and independent good 
judgement of the handler and team’s needs.

A dog’s natal or mother language is made up of movement 
and body language. We layer on communication to improve 
the clarity of our needs because we think we are less of a 
body language being. 

I primarily train mobility and dog’s that assist the mobility 
compromised now, but I started out teaching my own dogs 
to do cardiac alerting. I have always raised the pups with a 
lot of motion and synchronized movement so they would be 
focused on me rather than me on them. 

I have only recently learned, in recent years, how important 
that choice was to their cognitive skills to assess situations 
and make good decisions for the team. 





Independence and good judgement – the dog is always reading the handler 
and the environment to independently calculate when he should take 
charge of a situation and perform his tasking, even against the handler’s 
obedience request for compliance to another choice.

This should be true of all service dogs. I have seen comments claiming that 
only seeing eye dogs need these skills. This is not true. 

This is my opinion based on my experience. The obedience look of a sporty 
heel and flashy stride does not provide fore the dog to be as invisible as 
possible in public. Being an obvious, attention grabbing, flashy member to the 
team is not in the teams best interest. Most disabled persons do not want to be 
the object of unwanted attention.  





Beings that have been raised and given the 
opportunity to confidently enjoy learning to think, 
be creative, and have the freedom to express 
their cognitive skills will excel at problem 
solving. 

These things can be taught after the foundation 
periods (up to 14 weeks of age) but never at the 
same speed or level of default neurology as 
those given the basic building blocks at a very 
primary age and nurtured into adulthood. 
 



Neuroplasticity – the brains ability to create and 
insulate new pathways and neurons to accommodate 
trauma, the loss of a sensory organ by sending olfactory 
signals to the visual processing center when we lose the 
eyes that usually provide the interpretation. 

Dogs and humans are capable of this

Active neuroplasticity – increased cortical activity and 
cognitive learning capacity when the body has very well 
practiced proprioception





In the first four days of life, the senses 
of smell, feelings, pain, hot and cold, 
balance, gravity and taste are present. 

In addition, the puppy will respond to 
gentling from the mother and begins 
vocalizations. 

By the time they are 8 days old, puppy 
has begun reflexive learning, 
avoidance learning and reflexive 
comfort seeking 

Steven Lindsey “Handbook of Applied Behavior and Training 
VI. 



I believe it is possible to potentiate our service dog 
candidates by shaping these early sensory, motor 
and cognitive skills while the puppies brain is open 
and ready to imprint. 

Social skills and conflict resolution play for the 
puppies starts in the first 3 weeks.

Puppies raised with these sensory details will not 
need to have so many gaps filled in later. 



Teaching dogs how to learn:

Understand and utilize the dog’s foundational phases, 
mental maturation, uncertainty, impulse control, 
confidence and skeletal maturation periods. These will 
vary among breeds. 

Always try to train within the dog’s appropriate maturity 
levels. 

When the obedience is primarily layered onto the tasking 
and behavioral foundations, the default behavior should 
naturally be the tasking. 



We start with creativity and free shaping games 
that include all the dog’s body parts and 
sensory input. 

Eyes – not look at me, look with me

Ears – what sound associations are we 
creating or neglecting. 

Nose – scent work is heathy in every puppy 
and dog. Dogs that will be alerting thru scent 
should be started on that scent as soon as 
possible. 

Muzzle – targeting with nose/muzzle/mouth

Feet – environmental agility and proprioception 
exercises. On a long line and on a short line. 





Body  - proprioception skills, Synchronized 
movement, Exercises to roll up and be small, explore 
small spaces, as comfortable working on the right as 
the left, learn to walk with shoulders at the knee, 
slightly in advance of an obedience heel for mobility. 

Mouth – Targeting with nose/muzzle/mouth, unforced 
forced fetch, and the foundations for tasking chunks

Take hold give
Get hold bring give
Take hold – put in, put on
Get hold bring give

Any and all of these in any order requested. 
Item discrimination – Dog is able to bring named 
items correctly

These chunks are all taught in games with rewards 
the dog finds motivating. They are not compelled or 
forced. The more you play it the faster the dog 
understands new games. 



The handler focus from the dog:

The dog is not trained to rely on looking at the handler’s face. He is environmentally 
aware without being environmentally engaged. 

For mobility puppy has worn a soft, non weight bearing harness and learned soft touch 
cues, with and without the harness. We are building synchronized movement 
associations with the handler and the harness. 

The dog makes smart independent choices about his proximity and position near the 
handler. 

We do not put a working harness on the dog until he has been x-rayed when fully grown. 

Many many repetitions of Monkey see, Monkey do drills in environmental agility 
exercises 

Positions – sit stand down heel









Discuss:
I think its important to train in drive to harness 
and enhance a dog’s native capabilities. 

The importance of not using obedience to cap 
drive or create suppression of behaviors. 

In freeshaping capture and reward everything 
that looks like it might be useful later.

Puppy biting the leash? Click reward! 
(foundations of reward for holding in mouth

Puppy grabs a sock? Click reward! 
(foundations of everything in your mouth can 
be held, dropped, brought, given, 
REWARDED!



Do not be afraid to allow puppy to experiment. Let him think it out. Once we start 
chaining chunks, watch how the dog watches our body language to understand how to 
relate what we want with what he is trying. 

Always find the dog’s greatest pleasure in life. I’ve had dogs that love to do tug and 
rough play, dogs that love to pull, dogs that love to hunt, etc. Make sure we take the 
time  and teach our clients to take the time to give our dogs off time in their own 
games. 

I find that having a stable pack is a joy for my dogs. I think all dogs that are healthily 
social need time with other dogs. 

When the dog ignores the reward to do the job, we have found the job that is the dog’s 
reward. We can shape this game so that the dog thinks it was all their idea. This is 
creating a smart active confident dog that is simultaneously an intelligently obedient 
and intelligently disobedient service dog with good judgement. 



The dog’s judgement of when, or when it’s not, time to 
practice civil obedience, is the micro-moment precursor to 
every lifesaving task. 

We have a wonderful plethora of skilled trainers in this 
organization. I hope this presentation will become the 
impetus for creating an IACP list of experienced service dog 
trainers who would be available to the trainers in the pet, 
sport, and show dog industries, when they are faced with a 
client’s request to train their dog as a service dog. 


