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If you plan to train your own Service Dog from a puppy, you have a lot of work ahead and have to 
understand before you even start that, even with everything done correctly, the pup may not work out. 
For this reason, some people choose to start with a dog that is around 1 yr old so the temperament is a 
bit better known. Even this can backfire once you get into the training and exposure and find out the 
dog has a serious phobia of something he might see, hear or experience frequently. And sometimes 
those fears or behavior issues can develop later in life because of a traumatic experience, natural 
development, or poor training. 
 
Your Training Experience 
 
The more experience you have with training dogs, the better your success rate will be. This is because an 
experienced trainer will recognize the subtle clues of unwanted behavior and will immediately work to 
counter them with training to prevent major issues from developing. The experienced trainer is effective 
and skilled at having a two way “conversation” with the dog during training. However, if you are starting 
with the wrong canine candidate, it doesn’t matter in some cases how much training you put in or how 
experienced you are; you won’t be able to ensure the dog is suitable for public access. The fewer dog 
training skills you have, the more important it becomes to pick the ideal candidate. You WILL make 
mistakes (we all do) and the more forgiving the dog and his temperament are of those mistakes, the less 
likely they are to ruin your dog. 
 
Your Needs 
 
You also need to do an accurate assessment of your needs. What behaviors, exactly, do you need the 
dog to do for you to help with your disability? And yes, to be a legal Service Dog in the U.S., you have to 
meet the Federal definition of “disabled” and your dog has to be trained to do behaviors (tasks) that 
help you with your disability. 
 
Service Dogs, Emotional Support Animals, and Therapy Dogs are different and only service dogs have full 
public access rights. If you need the dog to retrieve things for you, you’ll want to pick a breed that loves 
to retrieve (like Labrador Retriever or Golden Retriever). If you need the dog to help with balance 
problems for tasks like moving from one place to another, bracing as you get up, or if you need the dog 
to pull a wheelchair, you need to get a dog big enough to do the job. And in a lot of cases, a dog is not 
the best option. Dogs’ bodies are not designed to carry weight on their back and asking a dog to carry 
too much can cause significant injury, even if the support is brief. Just as crutches and canes have to be 
the proper height, so must the dog. If you start with a puppy, there is no guarantee the pup will mature 
at the correct height for you and the equipment would have to make up the difference, which is 
potentially harmful for the dog or you. If you only need the dog to alert you to certain conditions, like 
low blood sugar or sounds you can’t hear, then you don’t necessarily need a large dog, but the dog you 
pick still needs to have the correct temperament for public access and that can be the hardest part in 
selecting your candidate.  
 
What is Public Access? 
 
Public access is a term used to describe a dog accompanying their person in public. It is NOT easy for a 
dog! If the dog is easily spooked, defensive, unable to learn to ignore distractions, or quick to use their 
teeth, they are not Service Dog candidates and must be “washed out” or retired. Service Dogs have to 



learn to focus on you and respond to your cues when also near things that can cause them concern for 
their own safety, like shopping carts, loud sudden noises, children appearing out of nowhere and 
groping them or pulling hair (seriously, they are like little Ninjas!), moving surfaces, crowds, vehicles, 
being stepped over or leaned over, and so much more! They also need to ignore temping distractions, 
like food on the floor or grocery shelves or offered to them by a stranger or on restaurant tables you 
have to walk by, other people talking to them or calling them, other dogs that want to play, wild life, fast 
moving objects like bikes and skate boards and fast moving kids and adults. This is a LOT to ask of a dog 
and they can’t do it without the proper temperament, careful socialization, and structured training. 
 
Genetics is HUGE 
 
If you want to set yourself up for success, you don’t want to put yourself in a situation where you are 
constantly at odds with the dog’s genetic predispositions. There are very good reasons why certain 
breeds are frequently used as Service Dogs while others are very rarely or never used. If you don’t have 
extensive training skills and experience with training a particular breed, you’ll want to stick to the more 
frequently used breeds (Labs, Goldens, Poodles, and mixes of those). They tend to be easy going, easy to 
train, forgiving of mistakes and friendly. However, breed alone does not make the ideal candidate. 
 
Behavior and temperament are critical to the dog’s success or failure and can also be genetic. This can 
be a good thing, if the parents have the traits you want, or a bad thing if the parents have traits you 
don’t want. Not knowing the parents well is a huge draw back in rescuing your candidate from a shelter. 
Unless you are VERY experienced with dog training and behavior assessment or have someone like that 
to assess the candidates objectively and extensively, then using a rescue dog is a huge gamble. There is a 
reason many of the Service Dog schools have their own breeding programs! 
 
Genetics also has a big impact on the structure and health of the dog. Knowing the structure, health and 
temperament of the parents (and several previous generations) is very important when trying to give 
yourself the best odds of a healthy and emotionally stable puppy with which to start. 
 
The Early Weeks 
 
What happens to the puppy before it is born and in the first 12 weeks of his life can impact the rest of 
the dog’s life in very significant ways. Stress and poor nutrition in the pregnant mother has been shown 
to negatively affect the pups’ long-term health and behavior. Pups that go through early exposure 
training programs with breeders that have the knowledge and experience to implement them correctly 
will enter your home SO much farther along and much more stable and easier to train than pups that did 
not get these experiences. But doing this exposure and training incorrectly can have the opposite effect 
and set the puppy up to fail before you even get started. 
 
Experienced, Responsible Breeders 
 
An experienced breeder that cares about the future of their puppies and that is breeding to improve or 
maintain the quality of the breed is invaluable to you. They work hard to ensure that what they are 
producing is healthy and successful in their new homes. They health test the dogs they want to breed to 
ensure that genetic health issues are less likely to be passed along. They will be able to ensure that you 
get a puppy from parents that give you the best chance at success and will pick the puppy that best 
matches YOU. This will be based on factors like how much time you have for training, how much aerobic 
and mental exercise you can provide to the dog, what you need the dog to do and not do, your training 
ability, and many other factors. They will provide you with a lifetime of support and will always be 
willing to take the puppy/dog back if it doesn’t work out or your condition changes and you can no 



longer provide for the dog’s needs. Just note that this does not come cheaply. It’s not uncommon for 
even a popular breed puppy to be over $1000 when it is from such a breeder. The less common a breed 
is, the higher their price will typically be. There are many significant costs involved in responsible 
breeding and the saying that “you get what you pay for” does apply! 
 
Once you get the pup  
So you have done extensive homework and honest self-assessment, you have selected a breed that best 
meets your needs and found an experienced and responsible breeder who does all they can to ensure 
your puppy the best start possible. Now you have brought home this wiggly ball of fur and need to start 
the process of socialization and training. If you have not done this with many dogs already, you must 
find a qualified, force-free trainer that you can work with very closely and frequently. If you mess up 
training for a pet, it’s not that critical and odds are that it will still be a fine pet, but may have some 
quirks. If you mess up the training for a Service Dog, you will either need to pay big bucks to a trainer to 
help you fix the issues (that you may not be able to fix) or will need to start over. So make the 
investment NOW and you will prevent more issues than you can count and greatly increase your 
chances of being successful.  
 
You also want to do your own learning. Even really experienced trainers learn new things and strive to 
keep their methods up to date and effective in the most humane way possible. There are numerous on-
line videos and articles as well as DVDs and books and other ways to learn more information. But that 
doesn’t translate to the mechanical and observational skills needed to train a dog effectively. This is 
where the trainer comes in to help you learn proper mechanics, to learn what to watch for from your 
dog, and to help spot potential issues that are developing as you progress before they become major 
issues.  
 
Training your own Service Dog may seem like the easier and lower cost way to get a Service Dog, but 
even if you are a skilled dog trainer, it may be more expensive both in monetary terms and emotional 
terms if you need to “wash out” a candidate that you have put your heart and soul into. It is simply not 
fair to the dog, yourself, or the public to try to fit a square peg in a round hole by trying to continue with 
a dog that is not suitable for the work. 


