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Matthew Leachman, 11, hugs his new skilled companion dog, Koebbe. Koebbe helps Matthew meet other children, an effort that can be intimidating because of Matthew’s disability. - Stephen
Miller/smiller@citizen-times.com
Canine on duty: Trained dogs aid those with disabilities
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ASHEVILLE – Matthew Leachman, 11, wrestles with his dog, Koebbe, like any other boy and his dog. But when Matthew’s mother, Vickie, says, “Koebbe — bed,” the dog immediately moves to his bed, next to Matthew’s, in a soldier-like manner.

His obedience is part of his job as a canine companion, with skills far beyond most dogs.
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Koebbe is a skilled companion dog, trained to follow 40 commands, from “sit” and “no” to “dress,” the command that tells the dog to put its head through a collar or vest, and “quiet,” which tells him to stop making noise immediately.

But more important than Koebbe’s snap-to-attention training, Vickie Leachman said, is that the dog enables Matthew to boost his self-confidence and improve his socialization. With the dog at his side, other children are more friendly to the boy with Down syndrome than they are confronting Matthew’s difference without the canine intermediary.

“Some of the kids are scared of Matthew, and when we go to the park they stand back,” said Leachman, a real estate broker. “But now Koebbe brings kids to him. He makes him not seem so different, and this has changed the way Matthew carries himself; he has more self-esteem.”

The Leachmans received Koebbe in May from Canine Companions for Independence, an Orlando-based nonprofit organization that matches highly trained assistance dogs with people who have disabilities.

Koebbe was the first puppy raised by Bonnie Fly who graduated to become an assistance dog. At age 1 1/2, each Canine Companions dog leaves its volunteer puppy trainer, such as Fly, to be trained by a professional staff in Orlando.

Fly had trained three previous puppies, but because Canine Companions demands a certain level of calmness and productivity, those dogs were released from the program. A special adoption service helps find homes for dogs who do not make the cut and those who retire after eight years of work.

“Knowing that Koebbe is with Matthew right now, helping him, makes it all worth it,” said Fly, who is one of the organization’s 964 fully volunteer puppy trainers. “These dogs do everything from pull wheelchairs to open doors to simply provide emotional companionship.”

Fully funded

Assistance dogs cost about $35,000 to breed, train and place with an owner, a cost that is born by the organization rather than the family of the disabled person. Canine Companions is funded through grants and donations.

“Even though they are (each) trained to do the same things, they still have (individual) strengths,” said Patrice Shields, development associate for Canine Companions, explaining the rigorous matching of dog and owner. “Sometimes dogs are chosen outside of the usual (breeds of) Labrador and golden retriever because of their ability to adapt to new people and new surroundings.”

Canine Companions placed 30 assistance dogs in 2007 in the Southeast region and a total of 213 active dogs since the organization was founded in 1975, according to Shields.

Years ago, said Cynthia Reese, president of the WNC Down Syndrome Alliance, people with disabilities “were put in homes, but now the expectation is higher. We want them to function in society to the highest of their ability.

“The best way to eradicate (people’s) fear is to have one-on-one experience with someone (with disabilities), and these dogs help that,” Reese said.

Thinking ahead

The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that 41.3 million people in the United States are living with some level of disability, including an estimated 961 people with Down syndrome in WNC.

The dogs can help prepare some of these people for greater independence from human caregivers.

“Families have to get inventive with the way they provide for their children in the future,” said Reese, the mother of an 8-year-old with Down syndrome and autism. “Government funding is improbable.”

There are graduates of the Canine Companions program who are able to live independently for the first time in their lives, Shields said.

“The other end of the spectrum we serve would be a person with profound physical limitations who would rely on the assistance dog to pull their wheelchair, open and close doors and turn on and off lights,” she said. “The greatest need is for dogs who are able to retrieve items for them.”

Matthew doesn’t need that kind of assistance. He attends ArtSpace Charter School as a fifth grader, and he helps with the nightly routine of brushing Koebbe’s teeth, a task foreign to most pet owners.

Both boy and dog had to learn to be companions, Vickie Leachman said. “For the first couple of months, Koebbe would come to Matthew’s father and I for affection, but then I realized that there needed there to be a bond with Matthew,” Leachman said, who had to tell Koebbe to get in bed with Matthew the first couple of weeks. Now Koebbe immediately goes to bed with Matthew.

“It’s a different dynamic between a canine companion and a child and a regular dog and a child,” she said, suggesting that it is rare for a child to immediately bond with a pet at the level that a canine companion must bond with the child.

“People used to not give people with Down Syndrome a chance, but it’s different now,” said Matthew’s mother, who shares joint custody of Matthew of Koebbe. “Hopefully in eight years, when Koebbe retires, Matthew will be able to command (a canine companion) like his father and I do (Koebbe), and he’ll be able to have a dog that can help him when we’re not around.”

