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ENDNOTES

When was TOP DOG

established, and who

was involved?

The organization was founded

by Stew Nordensson, Mary
George, Lydia Kelley, Kathy Hurst,
and Diann Belleranti. They had all
worked at another dog-training or-
ganization, which they left because
they didn’t agree with its methods,
which sometimes involved forceful
correction. They felt there was a bet-
ter way, plus they wanted to focus
specifically on helping people with
physical disabilities train their own
service animals. This was especially
important to Stew. He had cerebral
palsy and a severe speech impedi-
ment, and he’d been confined to a
mental institution for more than two
decades because everyone thought
he was mentally disabled. Once he
got out he realized that he needed
a service animal, and he decided
to train it himself. He soon learned
that positive reinforcement was the
most productive training method.
So that’s when the five co-founders
sat down around a table at Stew’s
house and decided to develop their
own program. They started work-
ing on it in 1987, and the first class
consisting of 11 teams was held in
1988.

Could you explain the team
approach TOP DOG utilizes?
The team is made up of the
dog and its owner. The mem-
bers of our staff don’t train the dog,
although they’re qualified to. They
teach the owner how to train the
dog, which resultsin a deep bonding
experience. It begins when some-
one applies to enter the program.
If they don’t have their own dog
we’ll help them locate one through
a rescue service. We interview both
the disabled individual-who must
submit their doctor’s approval—and
the dog to get a sense of their com-
patibility, and also whether the dog
meets our criteria. That includes
the dog being at least one year old,
and it must be spayed or neutered.
We do not accept every dog, and
we take things like temperament
and size into account. Once the
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team has been accepted they start
with the beginner’s class, which is
followed by the intermediate and
advanced classes. The beginner’s
class involves basic obedience
training, like allowing the person
in the wheelchair to go through a
doorway first, and not to pick up
any kind of food until they’ve been
released to do so. That class is held
once a week for three months, at
which point all the teams are evalu-
ated before they can graduate to
the next level. Some don’t, and they
have to repeat the beginner’s class.
Those who do graduate begin the
three-month intermediate class,
where the service exercises begin.
That involves everything from pick-
ing up dropped objects and turning
room lights on and off to retrieving
the phone and helping the person
get dressed and undressed. The
dogs are issued backpacks so they
can accompany their master to the
store or carry their books to school,
and they wear an apron on their
backs that identifies them as a ser-
vice animal in training. The dog is
also taught to brace, or stiffen, in
case someone needs help rising
from their wheelchair or even pull-
ing themselves up if they’ve fallen
down. So you can imagine how
critical the intermediate class is in
turning a regular dog into a special-
ly trained service animal.

What does the advanced

class involve, and what

does it lead to?

The advanced class involves

fine-tuning everything that’s
been learned in the previous two
classes and the teams remain in
that class until they’re ready for cer-
tification. We assign professional
evaluators who have never met the
team they’re working with. They
watch the team perform basic rou-
tines and accompany them to their
home, as well as public places such
as airports, restaurants, schools,
colleges, and their place of em-
ployment. Once they’ve passed the
evaluation the team receives their
certification—not the owner, or the
dog, but the team. This is a laminat-

ed photo ID card that is very useful
should a restaurant or hotel refuse
to let the team enter, because that’s
against the law. We’ve even had in-
stances where apartment complex-
es have initially refused to lease
space to a physically disabled per-
son and their service animal, and
that’s when the certification—along
with our intervention—really comes
in handy. We require recertification
every three years, and we also ask
that a person begin training a new
dog as soon as the old one begins
losing its abilities due to age or ill-
ness. That’s difficult, but you’ve got
to enter into this with the realiza-
tion that dogs just don’t live as long
as people do.

What does this cost?

We are a nonprofit organiza-

tion, so we’re funded primarily
through grants, but we do require
a $100 entry fee. But that includes
all training materials, and it also al-
lows the person to repeat each class
a certain number of times. We also
offer online training, with a site vis-
it required for the certification pro-
cess, and our training manuals and
DVDs are available on our Web site.
So we really are trying to reach out
to people in every way we can, be-
cause this is a relationship that can
really change a person’s life, and
the dog’s as well. &

TO LEARN MORE:

(888) 257-6790, info@topdogusa.org, www.topdogusa.org.
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