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FourJe$$ed cCImpunion offers uid, friendship
8y &risline 0'(onnsr
Naaarye Press

Waiting antousl;4 Jova
watdred as his o'yr,mer extend-
ed her anns above her head" a
limp stutred aiimal in her hands.

IMth the help of herphysi-
cal therapisf Brittany Specker,
17, hurled the toy to the eager-
1.,  ̂ - . , - ; } ; -^ l^-
y 4vvarurS uv6.

The game continued for a
few more minutes until Speck-
er, who was sittingwith her
legs bent to her dght side, had
to change her positiory thus
stretching out her hip rotators.

Spedcer uses her new friend,
Jov4 a 2-year-old black labndor
retriever, as part of therapy
designed to stren$hen her
musdes that otherwise would-
n't be used.

"She was bom at 24 weela
with cerebral palqy," said Don-
ny Specl<eg, Bribtany's mom.

An unknown infection
caused Donny to go into pre-
mature labor.

"The doctors tried to stop it
br,rt it onlylasted for a day," she
satd. 'tsrittanywas in the neona-
tal intensive care unit for sx
months. She was only one
nnrrnd l0nrrnrpc' /

Brittanv's retinas wpl'e
detached and she had to under-
go surgery to close a patent
dtrctus arteriosis - an opening
that allows blood to flowfrom
the heart into the lungs - to
ajleviate one of h,rro heart mur-

murs. The other was fxed with
medication.

The prognosis wasr tprcmising
'Thg' told us about three dif-

ferent times she was going to
die," Donny said, "They sard if
she lived, she probablywould-
n'twal]< ortaik."

But Brittany, a student at
NairaneHigh School has defied
all odds.

"She's a prayngmirade that
she's here," Dorury said.

Aside fi:om getting around
r,rsing a walker, Brittany speak
nearly pedect Englistv responds
appropriately when spoken to
and interacts physically to the
hpcf n{her ehil if\r

Andnowwiththeheip of
Jova, a gurde dogfrom Canine
Companiorx for Independence,
Bdttany's future is looktrg wen
brighter.

"She opens the refrigerator
and doors," Dorurysaid. "And
when Brittany is walking or if
she drops somethingwhile in
her wheelchart Jova picks it up
for her."

Donly and Brittany gradu-
ated {rom a fwo-week course
offered by rhe Orlando-based
organization on Nov. 15, allow-
ing them to take Jova home.The
hvowere kained as ateam and
Bnttany cant take Jor.a out with-
out her mother towing the ieash.

"Brittany is legally blind and
can only see Ltrinp when thg/re
close up," Donnysaid. "So out
of safetyforthe dog she's inthe

wheelchair, she couldnn over
flova's) paws."

The Speckers discovered
Canine Comparuons for lnde-
pendence, a nonprofit organi-
zation, whjle watchurg aT.V.
show on the Anfunal Planet.An
autistic student was using a dog
to get around the classroom.

Faqer to learn mnre. the
Spe&ers searched the ntemet
and, after researching, found
that Brittany was a prospective
benefi ciary of the organizatron's
mission.

"We hadto have (affidants)
from the doctor and therapist"
Donnysaid.

The organization provides
higNy trained assistance dogs
to people with disabiiities and
ongoing support to ensr.re the
relahonship befween the dog
and or,rryLer are doingfine.The
dogp are raised ur homes rryeth
caretakerswho are aware of the
^-;*^t/^ l^-r.:*,,f lurr4 D usDL[y.

Once the dogreaches a cer-
tain age, it undergoes eight
months of trarning and later is
given free of charge to a person
rnrhn nppdc hpln

"It's good," Brittany said of
hernewfriend.

"Jova is more than an aide,
she's a companioq" Dorury said.
"They sit together and play
together."

For more information on
Canine Companions for Inde-
pendence, go to the Web site,
wwv. caninecompanions. org.


