Service dogs changing lives for autistic kids and their families
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A geldenretiiever puppy tends

to atiract attention at any time, _

and thatincreases when one is
wearing a purple puppy-in-train-
ingcape.

Tonka, an eight-month-old
golden retriever, is being raised
and socialized by 2 Calgary fam-
ity to help ready him for a pairing
with an autistic child. -

He'll stay with his foster family
for 16 months before retumning to
the National Service Dogs centre
in Ontario for advanced training.

Alison Archambault received
Tonka in January and is helping
prepare him for his life as a serv-
icedog.

Her family s on beard as well,
beligving this {s one way they can
make a difference for autisticchil-
dren.

“Qur first service dog was

Kimba, says Archambault, “I gave -

Kimba over'in early afternoon
and was paired with Tonka that
evening

She takes him into grocery
stores, on the C- ‘and td the

library so heis used to being out
in public, as he will accompany
the child he is parinered with eve-
rywhere,

“Tonka's desire to please is very
high. He works really hard,” she
says. “WWien we go outin public,
thereis alot ofinterestin him.”

She enlists help from emer-
gency services personnel to allow
him towalkaround anambutance
with its lights flashing and takes
him to the mall on a busy day so
that noise and high activity levels
will not be a distraction for him.

Tonka bas elready flown enan
airplane three times.

It wasn't easy for Archambault
to part with Kimba, the first dog
sheiaised, and she knows it won't
be easy to let Tonka go when the
Hime comes.

But the tears she shed when
pariing with Kimba were tempo-

raty,

“National Service Duogs sup-
plies me with lots of updates on
how she is doing. And when you
realize how big the waiting list s
for the dogs, you want to do it”
she says.

Thereis a thfee-year waitinglist

torecaive adog,

Tha waitislongbecause it takes
twoyears to traln a dog, there are
allmited number of trainers, the
process is expensive and some
dogs may vltimately nothe sutted
toservice work.

Bach dog costs about $30,000,
paid for mainly by donations,
Katiopal Service Dogs {NSD) Isa
non-profit charitable organization
and families who receive a dog are
encowraged to helpwith fundrais-

ing.

Children palied with a deg
must e under age 12, primarily
becanse the children need to be
smali encugh for the dog to hold
if they try to bolt.

Thedogsare usually tethered to
the child.

Calgarian Michelle McIntyre
knows first-hand how life chang-
ing it can be to receive a service
dog. Her son Rowan, now 12, was
paired with Whitby, a blacklab, in
Novermber 2008,

Rowan has Down syndrome
and Pervasive Development Dis-
order, part of the autism spee-
tram. They applied 10 NSD' when

Rowanwaselght, .- o iy

Once they were matched with
Whitby, McIntyre recelved five
days ofintense iraining with her

MelIntyre belleves Whitby has
Increased Rowan's confidence.

“She ts a wonderful ambassador
and therapistfor him,” she says,

Rowan has taken responsibility
for the dog, feeding and grooming
her and even reading out leud to
her

Whithy has proven to have a
calming effect on Rowan. Before,
Mclntyre tried to avoid grocery
shopping with him, but now the
dog glves him a focal point.

“At doctor appointments, if we
are walting, Rowan will just sit
there and play with the dog, He's
less likely to get inta trouhle”

The McIntyres ate cutrently
walting for permission for Rowan
to take Whitby to school with
him.

. Next year he will go to a new
school for junior high and his

family belleves Whitby can ease -

the transttion.
‘Whitby {5 one of 180 dogs NSD
has placed across Canada, says

Danielle Forhes, National Service
‘Dogs’ executive director. [ ;.

Rowan Mclntyre has a close bond with

his service dog Whithy. The black labwas
provided through National Service Dogs.

Kimba, sporting a puppy-in-trainlng cape,
was socialized and tralned by Calgarian
Alison Archambault, She is now tralning
Tonka to be a Hational Service Dogto
eventually ba partnered with am autistic
child. The goal is to enrich the quatity of
life apd enfance the independence of
children aad families Jiving with autism
and specialneeds, n 31311 s




