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 Understand what basic elements should be in 
place to successfully start a facility dog program. 
 

 Understand why creating a trauma-sensitive 
courtroom and Dependency experience is 
essential in our work as a child advocacy 
organization. 
 

 Understand the importance of utilizing a facility 
/ ADI (Assistance Dog International) dog with 
disabled/Dependent children. 



 Physical disabilities 
 Cognitive / Sensory/ emotional disabilities 
 Combination 

 
 

 Most children suffering from trauma, severe 
life stress are at least temporarily 
compromised due to their life circumstance. 



 Dogs have been used to promote therapeutic 
outcomes for years with disabled children 
 

 Animals promote behavioral self-regulation, verbal 
expression and increased independence in 
therapeutic interactions with children 
 

 Bringing dogs into the courtroom bridges the gap 
by reducing the adversarial nature of the courtroom 
into a more trauma-sensitive environment allowing 
children to express themselves and their wishes to 
the court. 





 Non-disabled children are vulnerable by 
nature of their age, immaturity,  lack of 
authority, inability to self-advocate, self-
defend 

 
 Disabled children’s vulnerability is furthered 

by the very nature of  physical disability,  
inability to process, and inability to 
communicate 



 49% of perpetrators (usually family members 
or family friends who have private access to a 
child) stated they targeted children with low 
self-confidence and self-esteem (Elliott et al., 
1995) – Courtesy of David Crenshaw, Ph.D. 
 

 Perpetrators claim a special ability to identify 
vulnerable children (Conte, et al., 1989) – 
Courtesy of David Crenshaw, Ph.D. 





 Twelve minute interaction with a dog has been shown to 
lower blood pressure, neurohormone levels, and anxiety of 
hospitalized cardiac patients. (Cole et al, 2007) 
 

 Stroking and talking to dogs resulted in increased oxytocin 
levels, beta endorphins & dopamine, and decreased blood 
pressure & cortisol levels. (Fine & Beck, 2010) 
 

 A single animal assisted therapy session was associated with 
reduced anxiety for patients hospitalized with psychotic 
disorders, mood disorders, and other psychiatric diagnoses. 
(Barker & Dawson, 1998) 
 

 



 Significant decreases in systolic blood 
pressure, mean arterial pressure and heart 
rate occurred when a companion animal was 
present during a physical examination of 
children. (Nagengast, Baun, Megel, & 
Liebowitz ) 

 



 Therapy Dogs 
 Comfort Dogs, Companion Dogs 

 Assistance Dogs (governed by Assistance Dogs 
International) 
 Service Dogs 

 Skilled Companion Dogs 

 Facility Dogs 

 Hearing Dogs 

 Sight/Guide Dogs 

 Detection Dogs (seizure, diabetes) 
 



 Legally neutral term – does not imply that the 
victim needs an “advocate” or “therapy” or 
“comfort” 

 
 Available to defendant as well as victim 



 Service Dog 
 

 Skilled Companion Dog 
 

 Facility Dog 
 

 Hearing Dog 



 By definition serves one person who is 
physically disabled. 



 Serves a child with a disability – often for the 
purposes of assisting child with behavioral 
self regulation, promoting communication, 
and opening up social vistas for that child. 
 

 
 Parent/Able-Bodied person handles dog. 





 Therapy dog model 
 
 Facility dog model 



 Assists a professional in their work with 
clients.  Often found in occupational therapy 
clinics,  and schools. 

     More recently in legal 
     settings. 



 There are times when children must 
participate in court proceedings 

 The dogs assist children to “find their voice” 
so that  they can assist the legal system in 
achieving their best interests 

 Utilizing the dogs promotes positive systemic 
change by creating a more trauma-informed 
courtroom, minimizing re-victimization and 
long term negative impact. 
 



 Promoting Justice with Compassion 
  

 
Pp 
 
 
 

 Courthouse Dogs Foundation 
 Promoting Justice with Compassion 
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 A proven model since 2003 developed by a 
Senior Prosecutor, Ellen O’Neill Stephens and a 
Veterinarian, Celeste Walsen 

 These founders consult on the federal level with 
the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention and the Office of Victims of Crime 

 Mentorship provided by founders 
 Supportive case law, sample petitions 
 Other nationwide sites that can provide advice, 

mentoring 



 Dependency Court Cases 
 Child Sex Abuse Cases 

 Forensic Interviews 

 Testifying Process 

 Drug Court 
 Juvenile Court 
 Human Trafficking (DMST) 
 General Court Population 
 



 Forensic medical exams 
 

 Defense Interviews 
 

 Competency hearings and courtroom trials 



 There are currently 61 dogs working in 24 
states (Numbers increase monthly) 

 The 13th Circuit has the first facility dog 
working in Florida! 

 Nationwide settings include:  CACs, CASA 
programs, Police/Law Enforcement 
Departments, District Attorney’s Offices,  
miscellaneous advocacy organizations 

   



 Dog must come from an Assistance Dog 
International  (ADI) Program.   
 

 Dogs come with a  $ 1 million liability policy (if 
placed by Canine Companions for 
Independence).   
 

 Dogs from CCI  are “placed” with a recipient – 
(CCI retains legal ownership of dog for the 
duration of its working life).  

 
 



 Highest training standard available (two years of 
training of animal, handler gets two weeks 
intensive training) 

 Continued oversight to ensure training 
standards 

 There is no national standard for safety around 
children for therapy dogs 

 Training and Certification is nationally 
standardized. 

 Greater work capacity due to level of training 
 Potential for off-leash applications 



 The U.S. Dept. of Veteran’s Affairs has ruled 
that only graduate dogs from ADI 
organizations meet the high standards to 
work with disabled veterans.  The same high 
standard should be applied to dogs that will 
be interacting with vulnerable children. 



 “Indeed, if one set out intentionally to design 
a system for provoking symptoms of 
posttraumatic disorder, it might look very 
much like a court of law.”  

 
 - Judith Herman (child trauma authority)  



 After 5 minutes of contact with an unfamiliar 
dog, 76 % of children studied between the 
ages of 7 and 15 believed that a dog knew 
how they felt.  Another 84 % of children 
indicated that they would confide secrets to a 
dog (Melson & Fogel, 1996) 



 Allergies – Dog handlers are trained to 
maintain a high standard of dog hygiene 
including frequent bathing, routine changing 
of dog bedding, and additional use of wipes 
on the dog to keep dander down. 
 

 Fear of Dogs – Courthouse Dogs appear 
distinctly different from police dogs and do 
not initiate contact with individuals.  Handlers 
are trained to be sensitive as well. 



 Use of courthouse dogs is not recommended 
for use with Islamic populations due to 
religious regulations. 
 

 A child with a significant history with violent 
animals and/or violence to animals 



 The dog will be a distraction & the dog 
detracts from courtroom decorum 

 The child will be distracted by the dog 
 The dog engenders sympathy for the 

child/bolsters their credibility, may prejudice 
the judiciary      

 People in the courtroom are allergic to dogs 
 The presence of a comfort item 
 
 
 



 Appellate Decisions in three states thus far 
(NY, WA, CA) have upheld the use of a 
courthouse facility dog with a testifying 
witness.  One pending appeal in Connecticut 
 

 A pet dog’s bad behavior in the courtroom 
created issues on appeal in 4th DCA in FL 



 Garner support from key people (judges, 
program directors) 

 Educate yourself (www.courthousedogs.com) 
 Send for DVD (www.courthousedogs.com) 
 Prepare your circuit/jurisdiction with 

presentations 
 Apply for dog (takes about 6 months – 1 yr) 
 Utilize Courthouse Dogs Foundation to 

educate your circuit 

http://www.courthousedogs.com/
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 Suzanne Parker, Director 13th Circuit Guardian 
ad Litem Program:  813-272-5110/ 
Suzanne.Parker@gal.fl.gov 
 

 Brenda Kocher, Volunteer Guardian ad Litem: 
     813-545-5882/ 
      13galdog@gmail.com   
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Download the  

Conference 

Mobile App 

https://crowd.cc/galdisabilities 


