
On a busy New York street 
in 1928, Morris Frank and 
his dog, Buddy, took a 

step off the curb and into history.
That simple act — one millions of us 

take for granted — would have been 
unremarkable but for two facts: Frank, 20, 
had been blind since 16; and Buddy had 
just become the first official assistance dog 
in the United States.

According to estimates by Service Dog 
International, the U.S. today is likely home 
to about 200,000 service dogs — defined 
by the Americans with Disabilities Act as 
being “individually trained to perform tasks 
for people with disabilities.” It’s hard to 
track such numbers, due to privacy issues, 
no registration requirements and  because 
there are multiple organizations that train 
and provide service dogs.

Back in the ’20s, though, there was 
just one organization, and it was based 
out of the Swiss Alps. Dorothy Harrison 
Eustis and her husband trained German 
Shepherds as police dogs, but branched 
out to help blind World War I veterans. 
After Frank read a New York Post article 
about the work, he wrote to Eustis. By the 

end of 1928, the pair had launched The 
Seeing Eye in Nashville, Tenn. 

Their work paved the way for 
organizations such as Canine 
Companions for Independence, which 
was founded in California in 1975 and 
now has six regional training centers — 
one each in California, Colorado, Texas, 
Ohio, New York and Florida. 
 Phillipsburg resident Jane Nagy has been 
working with Canine Companions for 20-
some years. “Someone gave me a calendar 
of service dogs that had stories in it, and 
the stories really hit me,” she says. It didn’t 
take long for her to find a way to help — by 
fostering puppies before they’re sent off for 
training. “I’m now raising my 20th dog.” 

Though rewarding, it’s not an easy 
task, requiring a solid time commitment. 

“I spend most of my time with the 
puppies,” Nagy says. “You just have 
more life experiences with them than 
most people do.” 

Dr. Andrew Pestcoe, an ear, nose 
and throat surgeon affiliated with 
Lehigh Valley Health Network, and his 
wife, Flora, signed on last year to  
raise Fribble. 

Pestcoe says their interest sprang 
from his involvement with Camelot for 
Children. “Several of the kids there have 
service dogs, and we got to see them 
from when they first got the dogs to 
them having them for several years, and 
saw what a difference they made.”

A puppy raiser’s primary task is 
to socialize the dog — defined by 
the American Veterinary Medical 
Association as “the process of preparing 
your dog ... to enjoy interactions and be 
comfortable with other animals, people, 
places and activities.”

For the puppy raiser, that means taking 
them everywhere — restaurants, movies, 
planes, even work — which in Pestcoe’s case 
includes taking the dog along for hospital 
rounds.  When in public, these four-footed 
superheroes-to-be wear capes, an easy way 
to identify that they’re being trained.  

“One of the things [about fostering] is 
obviously setting the dog up for success 
as a service dog, Pestcoe says.” The 
training is rather strict; my wife and I must 
maintain consistency — [for instance] 
they are not allowed table scraps, they 
are not allowed on furniture.” 

They also learn about 30 commands 
before the 16-month foster program is over, 
he says. 

The hardest part, though, is saying 
goodbye when it’s time for the dogs to 
move on to the next stage of training, which 
is much more intensive, lasts six months 
or more, and takes place at a CCI regional 
center. It’s one of the final steps before the 
dog is matched with a recipient. 

“My wife, when people ask her how she’s 
going to handle it, says ‘we don’t need this 
dog; someone else does,’” Pestcoe says.

Someone like Melissa Nunn, 24, of 
Warminster, who suffered a spinal cord 
injury in 2008.  In February 2016 Canine 
Companions matched her up with Fliegel, 
a male Labrador and golden retriever mix.  
“We are able to get such an amazing gift 
with these dogs,” she says.

Although Nunn, a quadriplegic, was 
independent enough to go out without 
assistance, she still had trouble with 
certain things — “mostly while out in the 
community and up on my school’s campus,” 
she says. “I didn’t have the endurance to 
push far distances.  I was always worried 
that I would drop something and not be 
able to pick it up.” 

With Fliegel, those worries are a thing 
of the past. So far, she says, the 3-year-
old knows 42 commands (and is learning 
more). He helps by “picking items up off 
the ground, opening doors, turning lights on 
and off, pulling my wheelchair, pressing the 
automatic button for doors, carrying bags 
and paying cashiers.”

Service dogs need to be smart (just 40 
percent make it to graduation), and Fliegel is 
no exception. “In my house I have a lift that 
takes me from the first floor to the second,” 
Nunn says.  “It has a safety feature that 

prevents the lift from going down if there is 
something under it.  One day there was a 
toy under it, so I got Fliegel to go down the 
stairs and under the lift to retrieve the toy 
so I wouldn’t be stuck. … I also taught him 
specific people’s names, I can say ‘go find [a 
person]’ and he will go and look …  so far, 
he knows three people by name.” 

Still, life with a service dog comes with 
its own set of challenges. “It can be difficult 
if a place is crowded because I have to 
worry about navigating my wheelchair 
around people and at the same time 
making sure he [Fliegel] has enough room; 
people aren’t walking into him, stepping on 
him or petting him,” Nunn says.

And then there are the questions. While 
Nunn says she’s never been denied access 
anywhere, she has been asked to show her 
service dog “permit” — something that’s 
against ADA regulations.

 The lack of a registration requirement 
seems to be both a blessing and a curse. 
On one hand, it ensures those who train 
and rely on service animals don’t need 
to jump through excessive hoops to take 
their companions everywhere. However, 
it’s often easier to show a “pet ID,” 
rather than argue with a business owner 
unfamiliar with ADA regulations, so many 
who use service dogs carry some sort of 
paperwork.  “Although not required by 
law, CCI provides an ID card, a vest … and 
a letter on our letterhead that specifies 
that it’s a dog that CCI trained and placed 
with that particular person,” says CCI 
Program Manager Ellen Torop. 

The problem is, carrying ID opens 
the door for imposters. A plethora of 
websites offer identification papers for 
your “service animal,” no questions asked 
— leading scores of pet owners to obtain 
fake credentials so they can take the 
family dog everywhere.

“I was at the Easton Public Market over 
the summer and I had one of my dogs in 
training with me,” Nagy says. “A college kid 
from Lafayette came up and said ‘Oh, you 
have a service dog. We have one of those. 
We travel a lot, so we got a certificate just 
so we can take him on the plane.” 

While that may seem harmless, it 
actually threatens much of the progress 
made in getting widespread acceptance 
of service animals. Pets generally lack the 

extensive training and breeding required to 
produce a calm, obedient and responsive dog. If a 
service animal imposter is disruptive — or worse, 
bites someone — it’s going to cause a ripple 
effect, complicating things for those who truly 
need them. 

While a business owner can’t ask a person 
about their disability or ask for a demonstration 
of what the dog does, Torop says, they can ask 
a person to leave if a dog is interfering with the 
nature of the business — and such incidents will 
make them less trusting the next time a real 
service dog comes along. 

“It’s a shame that people feel that selfish that 
they would ruin it for other people,” Nagy says. 

A few tips and 
regulations pertaining 

to service animals:

treats!

n If you see a service dog, do not approach, 
greet or pet the dog without first greeting 
the owner and asking if the dog is working. 
n Businesses may ask if an animal is a service 
animal or ask what tasks the animal has been 
trained to perform, but cannot require ID 
cards or ask about the person’s disability.
n People with disabilities who use service 
animals cannot be charged extra fees, 
isolated from other patrons, or treated less 
favorably than other patrons. 
n A person with a disability cannot be 
asked to remove his service animal from 
the premises unless: (1) the animal is out of 
control and the animal’s owner does not take 
effective action to control it (for example, a 
dog that barks repeatedly during a movie) 
or (2) the animal poses a direct threat to the 
health or safety of others.

For more information on service dogs 
or to get involved, visit cci.org.

 CANINE 
 COLLABORATION

By Patrick O’Donnell

THESE FUR BALLS MEAN INDEPENDENCE  
FOR PEOPLE LIVING WITH DISABILITIES  

Melissa Nunn 
meeting her 
new best friend.

Photos courtesy Canine Companions for Independence

INSPIRE HEALTH INSPIRE HEALTH24 25JANUARY · FEBRUARY 2017 JANUARY · FEBRUARY 2017


