From Shelter Dog to Therapy Dog
By Sharon Witty
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              Oscar, a black lab/golden retriever mix, became a certified therapy dog on November 16, 2008. Now that may not be a big deal for some dogs, but Oscar came to owners Dave and Kelly Hala from an animal shelter.
              The Halas have big hearts for animals, especially dogs, so although they already had several dogs, early 2006 found the couple in the Marshalltown Area Animal Shelter (a.k.a. the Animal Rescue League), planning to adopt a dog, whose photo they'd seen at a Dog Jog fund raiser. But, sometimes the well-laid plans of humans don't go as planned. That day, shelter staff showed them Oscar; the intended dog stayed at the Shelter, and Oscar went home with the Halas.
              "Oscar was a normal shelter dog, healthy, but with little obedience training," said Dave.
              So with one of his masters, Dave, learning to train dogs in obedience, Oscar was inevitably enrolled in a basic dog obedience class, accompanied by Dave's nine-year-old niece.
              "Oscar is just a plain, old everyday lookin' kind of guy," stated Dave, but as the days, weeks and months passed, the Halas began to realize he's a special dog, with an extraordinary temperament--gentle, mellow, loving. "People began to ask us to bring Oscar around. They loved Oscar. At first we thought, he particularly liked females. Now we realize he's just good with anybody, especially if a person pets him."
              Through studying books and videos, and the tutelage of Kim Kincaid, Dave achieved his goal of becoming a qualified dog trainer. And he began to train Oscar in advanced obedience skills, with the ultimate goal of preparing Oscar for testing to become a certified therapy dog.
               Required by Therapy Dogs International, Inc. (TDI), in order for dogs to become certified therapy dogs, this testing includes the American Kennel Club Good Citizenship Test and the TDI test. The citizenship test evaluates a dog's temperament and obedience, and the TDI test evaluates a dog's ability to stay calm and obedient around various kinds of people. Oscar passed with an A +, but one test was a challenge.
              This test evaluated his ability to be obedient at all times. In the test, a person distracted him from his handler, petting Oscar and talking soothingly to him. While he was receiving and enjoying this delightful attention, Hala was commanding Oscar to "Come."  It was hard, but Oscar did it.
              TDI dogs and their handlers are certified to visit different institutions, especially hospitals, nursing homes, assisted living homes, rehab centers and schools. 
              Jessica Starn, Activities Director at Glenwood Place, stated that Oscar has done well on his visits there. "He's able to visit calmly with all our residents, including the Alzheimer's residents. Our residents really enjoy having animals visit, especially dogs. They may have had a dog of their own, who was a close companion. Although Oscar may not be their dog, he becomes a link to their dog and brings back memories. Actually, research has shown dogs are good for nursing home residents, having a calming effect, even lowering blood pressure. Oscar is welcome here any time." 
              In his short time as a therapy dog, he's visited St. Paul's Pre-School and New Hope Day Care. There, he and his handler taught the children "how to be safe around dogs, such as don't pet a dog unless the owner says you can, don't put your hand inside a dog's mouth, don't tease a dog, etc."
              He has also attended a meeting of the Woodbury Service Learners, made up of Woodbury fourth-graders. The group was preparing to make a visit to the Animal Rescue League.
              Hala reported, "The kids loved Oscar, surrounding him. He just lay down and let them pet him."
              Service Learners facilitator Raul Arevalo agreed, "A couple of the children are a bit afraid of dogs, but Oscar was so mellow, the two actually opened up to him. Oscar and Dave gave a short program on handling dogs, allowing each child to walk with Oscar. This gave the students an opportunity to interact with a dog before they made their actual shelter visit."
              Hala believes shelter dogs have a stereotype of being bad dogs. "They're not bad dogs. Their owners just didn't know how to handle dogs."  And that's why Hala is now teaching dog obedience classes, so that "I can help less dogs end up in shelters by teaching their owners to speak 'dog', and making Oscar the official Shelter Ambassador Dog."
              Oscar is presently available and eager to visit various groups of people. He charges no fees, only "an occasional treat and lots of petting."  Interested persons may contact Oscar through his handler Dave Hala at 641.485.7615 or dave@haladogacademy.com.
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