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Signal dogs offer aid to the hearing impaired
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Lin Holland doesn’t always know when the phone rings or when people call out to her when she’s walking down the street.
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Lin Holland nuzzles Scotty, her new signal dog. She trained Scotty to alert her when someone is at the door or to pull her away from the street when traffic is approaching.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

• What is the demand for service dogs?

The current production of service dogs is approximately 500 to 600 service dogs per year. The average waiting list is 2 years. Many individuals are on more than one waiting list.

• What breeds make good hearing dogs?

Since most hearing dogs are rescued from shelters, most are mixed breeds, in different sizes, shapes and colors. The majority of hearing dog applicants request small to medium-sized dogs, so most hearing dogs are Sheltie size or smaller. Also, personality and temperament are important for a hearing dog. They must be energetic, ready to work in an instant when a sound occurs. They must be friendly and people oriented. Because of these requirements, a lot of terrier mixes are used along with various combinations of Poodles, Cockers, Lhasa Apsos, Shih Tzus and Chihuahuas.

• Why shouldn’t an assistance dog be protective?

An assistance dog’s job is to make a disabled individual more able, not to protect them. The dog’s presence is a natural deterrent. Because disabled people take their assistance dogs into public places and many are not able to physically restrain their dogs, the assistance dog must be safe for the public.

• Can shelter dogs make good assistance dogs?

Many hearing and service dog programs use shelter dogs. A service dog candidate should be between 18 months to 2 years old. A younger dog will not show its adult temperament and will not have adult bone structure for hip/shoulder/elbow x-rays. Older than two reduces the amount of time the dog will be able to work with their disabled person. In general, during a visit to the shelter only one to 5 percent of the dogs might qualify. Sometimes none will qualify.

• Can you recommend any books on assistance dogs and people with disabilities?

Here are just a few of the books available: “Teamwork I & II” by Top Dog in Tucson, Ariz; “Partners in Independence” by Ed and Toni Eames; “Lend Me an Ear” by Martha Hoffman; “Chelsea: The Story of a Signal Dog” by Paul Ogden.

Source: Assistance Dogs International Inc.

Born with a degenerative hearing condition, Holland is not completely deaf, but she learned to read lips so she could take part in conversations with friends, and she still has difficulty in some situations.

“People would come to the door. I didn’t know someone was at the door,” she said. “They would say later, ‘I was at the door. Where were you?’ They would think I was deliberately ignoring them.”

And, she wouldn’t answer the phone unless she felt it vibrating or could see the light go on.

Holland solved such problems by training her Lhasa Apso, Scruffy, to be her “ears.”

“Scruffy used to try and beat me to the phone,” said Holland. “I’d have to get around him to answer the phone. Or, I’d be walking down the street, and Scruffy would know that a car was coming up behind me, which I couldn’t hear, and he would immediately pull me off of the street and onto the grass or a sidewalk.”

Scruffy actually saved Holland’s life one day when a speeding car came up behind her in a 5-mph speed zone.

“I didn’t even know he was coming,” Holland said. “I was going down one of the side streets. This time, Scruffy yanked me out of the street. He pulled as hard as he could.”

Holland trained Scruffy using techniques she learned while working with hearing-impaired children in Kansas.

“I’ve always loved animals and especially dogs,” she said. “If you spend time with a dog, you can teach him anything.”

When Scruffy died at the age of 12 in March, Holland longed to have another hearing dog. She found Scotty, a Yorkshire terrier-poodle mix, at a flea market, took him home and began to train him. Now 8 months old, Scotty already has learned many of the same assistance patterns Scruffy had learned.

“In the last two months, he was already pulling me out of the road to let me know a car was coming,” Holland said. “When somebody comes near the house, even before they get in the yard, he starts barking. And he alerts me when the phone is ringing. He just runs over to it, and looks up at it and looks up at me.”

These are the sort of things hearing dogs are trained for by professional organizations, such as Canine Companions for Independence, a Santa Rosa, California-based organization that has five training facilities, with one nearby in Orlando.

CEO Corey Hudson, who also serves as the North American president of Assistance Dogs International Inc., said the group trains hearing dogs and places them with a client for the life of the animal. The dogs are not sold but are simply on loan, Hudson said.

Hearing dogs have been in use for more than 30 years, said Hudson. In the 18 years that he has worked with the group, numerous people have called to relate stories about signal dog heroism, he said.

“I hear stories all the time,” Hudson said. “I heard many, many times that a dog saved someone’s life because the tea kettle was boiling over and was about to start a fire on the stove or the oven was on fire.”

One signal dog actually pushed an emergency call button for a person who had fallen down and couldn’t get up. The man was a hemophiliac and started to bleed. The button was on a chain that normally hung around the man’s neck. This time, it was on top of a dresser.

“The dog knew he needed help and went and pressed the button,” Hudson said. “The paramedic showed up and the dog was standing over the man.”

According to information from Dogs for the Deaf, the first hearing dogs were trained through the combined efforts of an audiologist, the American Humane Association and Roy Kabat, a trainer of movie animals.

Pamela Slater, development director for Dogs for the Deaf, said the organization rescues dogs from the pound and animal shelters and trains them to be service dogs. Based in Central Point, OR, the nonprofit is funded through donations from Good Sam Clubs. About 30 dogs are placed annually all over the nation, including Florida, free of charge, Slater said.

“Dogs have very acute hearing and they sense things even before we do,” said Slater. “They’re amazing animals. We specifically train our hearing dogs for seven primary household sounds. We have over a four-year waiting list for our hearing dogs, so the need is there.”

For More Information

• The Americans with Disabilities Act: categorizes hearing, or signal, dogs with other service animals that are trained to provide assistance to people with disabilities. Though not required, they are sometimes licensed or certified by a state or local government. The documents are useful in keeping an individual with a service animal from being barred from public facilities such as restaurants and hotels. For information, visit www.ada.gov or call 800-514-0301 (voice) or 800-514-0383 (TTY).

• Canine Companions for Independence: The training facility for service dogs is located at the Anheuser Busch/SeaWorld Campus, 8150 Clarcona Ocoee Road, Orlando, 32818. For information, call 407-522-3300.

• Florida Dog Guides F.T.D. Inc.: The service dog training facility in Bradenton. For information, write adogs@floridadogguidesftd.org.

• Dogs for the Deaf: Headquartered in Central Point, Ore., it has placed hearing dogs all over the nation, many in Florida. The facility offers daily tours. For information, visit www.dogsforthedeaf.org or call 800-990-3647 (990-DOGS). 

Assistance Dogs International, Inc.: This coalition of not-for-profit organizations trains and places assistance dogs. For information, visit www.assistancedogsinternational.org.

