American Assistance Dogs, Inc.


Questions & Answers

About Our Dogs ... ?
1.    Where do you get your dogs? - We've had puppies donated from breeders. We've had dogs donated by individuals who can no longer keep their pet. We also purchase them from rescue groups and the local pound. We also may purchase them if needed directly from a breeder at market rate. 
2.    How old are they when you get them? - The puppies are typically between 9 and 12 weeks old. We have received other dogs of all ages. We do typically try to stay below 2 years of age so the client receives a dog with many years of service ahead of them.
3.    Do you use only certain breeds? Do some breed work better than others? - We do not use specific breeds. We tend to lean toward Labs and Goldens only for their strong desire to please. There have been many wonderful dogs that we've trained that were mixes.
4.    Aren't some dogs unusual to use like a Collie? - Collies are wonderful service dogs. They do come with a grooming issue so our placement has to match that need for the dog. Someone with limited dexterity may not be a good fit for a Collie unless they have help or the money to pay someone to brush and groom them.
5.    How long does it take to train a service dog? - It typically takes anywhere from 6 months to 2 years to train a service dog. Most of the work centers on socialization and manners (growing up). The actual service dog skill work can be as short as 6 months.
6.    What happens if the dog your training doesn't make it? - The dogs who do not graduate are the ones who have health issues and working would make it too difficult or even painful for them. A dog who will likely have hip dysplasia in the future would painfully suffer when working. These dogs are usually offered to the volunteer trainer first as that is the only home the dog has known. If they decline, it is opened up to the other volunteers or the breeder from which it came. Sometimes a dog is available to the general public through our website. We have not ever had a problem finding a great home for our skilled dogs. Euthanasia at the point of releasing the dog from our program is not an option. All of our released dogs are still viable pets to very lucky families.
7.    Who will the dog help? Is the dog being trained for the blind? - Our dogs help those individuals who have some form of a physical disability other than blindness. Our most current clients have been ones in wheelchairs. We have the ability to train dogs for the hearing impaired, debilitating diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis, and some mental illnesses.
8.    How do you train them to do the things they do? - All of our training methods are positive. If any dog needs punitive methods to be taught - then they shouldn't be a service dog. We train with toys, praise, and food. We try to make it fun and as much of a game for the dogs as we can. The dogs love doing the skills because they are rewarded.
9.    Can't you just mess up the dogs training so you can keep them? - The only way to mess up the dog is if you abuse it. All of our training is supervised on a regular basis so if the trainer were abusing the dog - we would know about it early on. All the skills can be taught at any age. If the dog is 1 year old and can't do basic obedience - we would evaluate the dog to see why. If it's a training issue then we would find another trainer. You also can't get a dog to fake an X-ray or other health issues.
10.    What can the dog do? - Our dogs can do so many things. They can bring an emergency phone, they can alert another person if there is a problem, they can be trained to respond to someone having a seizure doing skills that bring them out of it quicker, they can turn the lights on/off, open/close doors and drawers, they can pull and push object like wheelchairs, they can carry medication or food for a diabetic, they can take off clothes/shoes, they can do just about anything a client would need help with.
11.    How come you can't pet them when they are working? - When the dog is working it has its coat on. They are trained to ignore everyone and everything except the person they work for when that coat is on. If someone is petting them - then the dog isn't focused on the client and they likely won't be able to sense a seizure coming on or smell that the person's blood sugar is low. They won't be paying attention to the person they work for and that could be dangerous for the client.
12.    How come you can take these dogs into stores and restaurants? - The American's with Disabilities Act or ADA allows people with disabilities to have service dogs working alongside them at all times including in public. These dogs are NOT pets. The ADA views them as "equipment" just like a wheelchair. They are working to help this person be more independent. With one of our dogs - the person no longer has to ask for help regarding common tasks such as picking up a dropped pencil or opening a door. The ADA recognizes that a person's disability does not stop when they go out in public and they continue to need the help of a service dog. Minnesota provides those same rights to the trainers of service dogs. In order to teach the dogs how to act in a public restaurant, the trainer has to take them in a public restaurant. Fortunately, Minnesota recognizes the importance of the trainers and provides laws allowing them the same public access as that of a client.
13.    Once they graduate, how long do they keep working? - Typically service dogs are retired at around 8 years of age. 
14.    Is it hard to give them up when they are done? - Very. American Assistance Dogs tries to make that as easy as possible. The trainers are very active in the sessions with the client. They meet the client and also do a home visit. It has really allowed the trainers to have their part come full circle when they can see their dog working for a client. It makes the trainer very proud to see all the hard work (both from the trainer and the dog) pay off when the leash is turned over. Plus, while the dog is transitioning (working with the client but living with another trainer), there is ample time for visitation. That seems to be easier on the dog, the trainer, and the trainer’s family.
15.    Do the dogs ever get to be just a dog and not have to work all the time? Working doesn't look like fun. Can they play with other dogs? - Oh if you could only see the little tyrant that comes out when the coat comes off! What the public sees when the coat is on is the public, working, focused face of the dog. They are concentrating. They are anticipating when they can do the next task. They are also trying to work in naps when they can. Dogs need a lot of sleep and they get drained as they work during the day because of the need to focus. Do the dogs play? You bet they do! As soon as they are home, that jacket comes off like their owners work clothes come off. They will still perform tasks for the client but they do not have to focus so much. They fetch for fun, they chew things up, they go get your slippers, they'll get you the magazine or the remote, they chase balls, and chew bones. They wrestle and play dress up with the kids. They chew on Barbie legs and chase the cats. They are most definitely still very much - dogs. One of the requirements for our dogs is that they are well socialized with other dogs. So while in training - they get plenty of play time to wrestle and chase balls with other dogs.
16.    How much does it cost to get one of your dogs? - There is no fee for one of our dogs however; there is a fundraising requirement of $3,500.00. We are a volunteer organization so our costs are really low but it does cost about $3,500 to raise and train a dog for two years. The vet bills and food do not come to us for free. How someone chooses to raise those funds is a conversation we have with them. We offer help and assistance in this area as this is fundraising for American Assistance Dogs, Inc. and not payment for a dog. The funds are raised in that clients name and once the amount is reached - we begin the process of matching them up with one of our dogs. If a person cannot do fundraising, we need to put them on our waiting list until we raise those funds for them. That list can be as long as 2 years. We are working with those who are trying to raise funds for themselves and that typically takes 6-9 months on average. We also have to have dogs available. So someone may raise the $3,500 in 6 months but we won't have a dog available for another year. Trained assistance dogs are typically valued at over $30,000 each.  

About Our Volunteers ... ?
1.    Is this your job? - All of us have other jobs that pay us a salary. The work we do for American Assistance Dogs is strictly volunteer and unpaid. Some of our volunteers do train dogs outside of the organization for a fee.
2.    What kind of training would I need to have in order to do this kind of work? - We provide all of the information and support you would need to volunteer for us on any level. It's great if you've had a puppy for awhile so you know what to expect but it is not necessary. It is also helpful for you if you've taken a dog/puppy through a basic obedience class but again that's not necessary. We provide bi-weekly supervised training classes to help teach you and the dog the service dog skills. Basic obedience and the Canine Good Citizenship test are all provided with private dog trainers in your area.
3.    I want to do this too but I have children and pets in my house. Is that a  problem? - Absolutely not! Some of our volunteers have small children in the house, want to do volunteer work, and find this fits well within their abilities as a single parent. It's a great experience for your children and it can be wonderful family time. We are open to having your children along on our public outings or in our dog training classes as they help to socialize our dogs with children. They can be a very big part of the training process for the dogs. Having other pets in the house is also important. Our dogs are a part of your family and they will be a part of another family when they are placed. So they have to get along well with other dogs, cats, birds, etc. 
4.    Will you train an older dog? If so, how old? - We have trained older dogs and it has worked well. We try not to take dogs older than 2 only because that limits the amount of working time the dog will have. The size dogs we typically use have an average life expectancy of about 10-12 years. If we can place a dog at age 3, then the client can expect a working relationship with that dog for about 5-7 years.
5.    Do you train someone's own dog? - We have not currently trained a dog that belonged to someone else. We may be open to that with some thought.
6.    Why do you train them if you're only going to give them up? - Some of our volunteers get into this work because they have a love of dogs. They love working with them and teaching them new things. It's such a wonderful feeling to watch a puppy understand a command for the first time. Some of our volunteers truly believe in the need for all people to live an independent life to whatever extent is available to them. Many of our volunteers have worked with people who have physical or mental disabilities and want to help them achieve that independence. Our society is not kind to others who don't fit the mold of the general population. For most of our volunteers it's a combination of the two: a love of training dogs and a desire to contribute to the independent lifestyle of another.
7.   How do you train them to do the things they do? - All of our training methods are positive. If any dog needs punitive methods to be taught - then they shouldn't be a service dog. We train with toys, praise, and food. We try to make it fun and as much of a game for the dogs as we can. The dogs love doing the skills because they are rewarded.
8.    How long does it take to train a service dog? - It typically takes anywhere from 6 months to 2 years to train a service dog. Most of the work centers on socialization and manners (growing up). The actual service dog skill work can be as short as 6 months.
9.    How come you can take these dogs into stores and restaurants? - The American's with Disabilities Act or ADA allows people with disabilities to have service dogs working alongside them at all times including in public. These dogs are NOT pets. The ADA views them as "equipment" just like a wheelchair. They are working to help this person be more independent. With one of our dogs - the person no longer has to ask for help regarding common tasks such as picking up a dropped pencil or opening a door. The ADA recognizes that a person's disability does not stop when they go out in public and they continue to need the help of a service dog. Minnesota provides those same rights to the trainers of service dogs. In order to teach the dogs how to act in a public restaurant, the trainer has to take them in a public restaurant. Fortunately, Minnesota recognizes the importance of the trainers and provides laws allowing them the same public access as that of a client.
10.    Can't you just mess up the dogs training so you can keep them? -The only way to mess up the dog is if you abuse it. All of our training is supervised on a regular basis so if the trainer were abusing the dog - we would know about it early on. All the skills can be taught at any age. If the dog is 1 year old and can't do basic obedience - we would evaluate the dog to see why. If it's a training issue then we would find another trainer. You also can't get a dog to fake an X-ray or other health issues.
11.    What happens if the dog your training doesn't make it? - The dogs who do not graduate are the ones who have health issues and working would make it too difficult or even painful for them. A dog who will likely have hip dysplasia in the future would painfully suffer when working. These dogs are usually offered to the volunteer trainer first as that is the only home the dog has known. If they decline, it is opened up to the other volunteers or the breeder from which it came. Sometimes a dog is available to the general public through our website. We have not ever had a problem finding a great home for our skilled dogs. Euthanasia at the point of releasing the dog from our program is not an option. All of our released dogs are still viable pets to very lucky families.
12.    Is it hard to give them up when they are done? - Very. American Assistance Dogs tries to make that as easy as possible. The trainers are very active in the sessions with the client. They meet the client and also do a home visit. It has really allowed the trainers to have their part come full circle when they can see their dog working for a client. It makes the trainer very proud to see all the hard work (both the trainers and the dogs) pay off when the leash is turned over. Plus, while the dog is transitioning (working with the client but living with another trainer), there is ample time for visitation. That seems to be easier on the dog, the trainer, and the trainer’s family.

About Our Clients ... ?
1.    How do you find clients? - We find clients in many different ways. Sometimes we get referrals from agencies who are working with someone who could benefit from our services. Any time we are out in public we meet a wide range of people - sometimes potential clients and sometimes people who know potential clients. 
2.    Who will the dog help? Is the dog being trained for the blind? Our dogs help those individuals who have some form of a physical disability other than blindness. Our most current clients have been ones in wheelchairs. We have the ability to train dogs for the hearing impaired, debilitating diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis, and some mental illnesses.
4.    What kind of disability does the person have that is getting this dog? It really varies per individual. Our clients may be in a wheelchair, motorized scooter, or use a walker or cane. They may have full use of their body but have debilitating arthritis or multiple sclerosis. Every person is different which is why we use the ADA's definition of disability: 
"A physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more of the major life activities of such individual; a record of such an impairment; or being regarded as having such an impairment."
About the Organization ... 
1.    Where do you get your funding? - Most of our funds are from private donations. There is also some limited grant money per client available as well.
2.    Where do you get your dogs? - We've had puppies donated from breeders. We've had dogs donated by individuals who can no longer keep their pet. We also purchase them from rescue groups and the local pound. We also may purchase them if needed directly from a breeder at market rate. 
3.    How much does it cost to get one of your dogs? - There is no fee for one of our dogs however, there is a fundraising requirement of $3,500.00. We are a volunteer organization so our costs are really low but it does cost about $3,500 to raise and train a dog for two years. The vet bills and food do not come to us for free. How someone chooses to raise those funds is a conversation we have with them. We offer help and assistance in this area as this is fundraising for American Assistance Dogs, Inc. and not payment for a dog. The funds are raised in that clients name and once the amount is reached - we begin the process of matching them up with one of our dogs. If a person cannot do fundraising, we need to put them on our waiting list until we raise those funds for them. That list can be as long as 2 years. We are working with those who are trying to raise funds for themselves and that typically takes 6-9 months on the average. We also have to have dogs available. So someone may raise the $3,500 in 6 months but we won't have a dog available for another year. Trained assistance dogs are actually valued at over $30,000 each.  
4.    How do you find clients? We find clients in many different ways. Sometimes we get referrals from agencies who are working with someone who could benefit from our services. Any time we are out in public we meet a wide range of people - sometimes potential clients and sometimes people who know potential clients. 
5.    How can you provide all your services for free? - Our services are free because our organization is run by volunteers. We do a lot of fundraising so that we can continue to provide our dogs free of charge. Our volunteers believe in the organization and what it does for people and want all of our services to be available to everyone regardless of their income level.
About The Law ... ?
1.     How come you can take these dogs into stores and restaurants? - The American's with Disabilities Act or ADA allows people with disabilities to have service dogs working alongside them at all times including in public. These dogs are NOT pets. The ADA views them as "equipment" just like a wheelchair. They are working to help this person be more independent. With one of our dogs - the person no longer has to ask for help regarding common tasks such as picking up a dropped pencil or opening a door. The ADA recognizes that a person's disability does not stop when they go out in public and they continue to need the help of a service dog. Minnesota provides those same rights to the trainers of service dogs. In order to teach the dogs how to act in a public restaurant, the trainer has to take them in a public restaurant. Fortunately, Minnesota recognizes the importance of the trainers and provides laws allowing them the same public access as that of a client.
About Our Services ... ?
1.    How can you provide all your services for free? - Our services are free because our organization is run by volunteers. We do a lot of fundraising so that we can continue to provide our dogs free of charge. Our volunteers believe in the organization and what it does for people and want all of our services to be available to everyone regardless of their income level.
