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Exceptional Assistance for Exceptional Children

One way families with children of ranging abilities achieve increased independence and support is with assistance dogs. One category of assistance dog offered by Canine Companions for Independence is the Skilled Companion Team. Skilled Companion Dogs are trained to work with a child or adult with a disability under the guidance of a facilitator. The facilitator is typically a caregiver, spouse, or parent, who handles and cares for the assistance dog and facilitates the success of the primary human-canine partnership. Both the recipient and the facilitator attend Canine Companions for Independence’s two-week Team Training to learn dog handling skills and how to work as a team.

Skilled Companion Dogs can perform tasks that may be difficult for a recipient with a physical disability. They retrieve dropped items, open and close doors, and perform a host of other helpful tasks common to daily living. With this kind of assistance, recipients can rely more on their trained canine and less on other people as they go about their day. Not only does this kind of assistance make their physical lives easier, it boosts confidence and feelings of self-sufficiency.

The facilitator’s role in the team is to promote the formation of a strong bond and partnership between the recipient and the Skilled Companion Dog. At the same time, the facilitator provides the dog-handling support, dog care, and the behavior reinforcement the canine needs to maintain its level of training. Thus, a Skilled Companion Dog is especially focused on and responsive to its disabled partner.

One of the most powerful benefits of Skilled Companion Dogs is the non-judgmental, unconditional love and companionship it provides to its partner. Many individuals who are disabled experience feelings of loneliness and isolation. It can be very challenging to participate in the regular activities of people who are not disabled and to feel comfortable around others who are not used to interacting with someone with a disability. The Skilled Companion Dog often acts as a social bridge in these situations. It provides opportunities for positive social interaction with more people.

Eleven-year-old Christian Frost, who has Cerebral Palsy, received his skilled Companion Dog Rodie after graduating from Team Training class in November 2007. When asked what is the best part of having his Skilled Companion, he replied, “I love his companionship. He never says anything bad about me or teases me because I can’t walk. He’s my best friend and he’s always there for me”. Christian’s mother, Stacey Frost suggests this to families who are considering applying for a Canine Companions for Independence assistance dog, “Start the application now! The people at CCI are very easy to work with, very accessible and very helpful. In addition to gaining a wonderful companion for Christian, who doesn’t judge him, we’ve gained additional resources through all of the friendships we’ve made (during Team Training).”

To learn more about how to apply for an assistance dog from Canine Companions for Independence, or to get more information call, Melinda Sowers at 407-522-3313 or send an e-mail to msowers@cci.org. You can also find more information at www.cci.org.
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