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MODULE 1-4: 
LESSON: Pet´s Love, Mobility
SUBJECTS: Ethics, Health & Wellbeing, Psychology, Arts, Policy Learning English, …    




Examples from Austria on training for guide dogs for blind 

1. Introductory 

This lesson sets the stage for examining the intricate relationship between animal protection, mental health, and sustainable development, while emphasizing the interconnectedness of these concepts and their significance in shaping a more compassionate and sustainable future. 

The lesson is composed of a brief introductory guide and examples from Austria accompanied with
questions for students and teachers, to engage in self-reflection. 
This introduction sets the stage for a discussion that intertwines the roles of animals, , and collaborative efforts in advancing the cause of youth health and well-being through animal-assisted therapy.

From the graceful companionship of horses to the soothing presence of cats and the steadfast loyalty of dogs, animals have long been recognized as powerful allies in promoting both physical and mental well-being among individuals, especially youth. Harnessing the innate connection between humans and animals, therapeutic practices involving horses, cats, and dogs offer a holistic approach to healing and growth.
Animals, both domestic and wild, play an integral role in our lives, not only as companions but also as contributors to our mental and emotional well-being. As we explore the profound connection between humans and animals, we'll also examine how safeguarding their welfare aligns with global efforts towards sustainable development.

"The purity of a person's heart can be quickly measured by how they regard animals."
Theophile Gautier

1.1. Animal Protection and Mental Health 
The bond between humans and animals extends far beyond mere companionship; it is a relationship grounded in empathy, compassion, and mutual benefit. Research consistently demonstrates the therapeutic effects of interacting with animals on mental health, including reduced stress, anxiety, and feelings of loneliness. 
Whether through the comforting presence of a therapy dog or the awe-inspiring beauty of wildlife, animals have a profound capacity to uplift our spirits and promote emotional well-being.

1.2. Contributions to Sustainable Development Goals:
At the heart of animal protection lies the pursuit of sustainability—ensuring the well-being of both present and future generations, as well as the planet we inhabit. By safeguarding animal welfare, we not only honor their intrinsic value but also contribute to several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) outlined by the United Nations. These include Goal 3: Good Health and Well-being, Goal 4: Quality Education, Goal 15: Life on Land, and Goal 17: Partnerships for the Goals.

1.3. Concluding insights, please add your conclusion:
Recognizing the vital role that animals play in shaping our world and nurturing our collective well-being, students and teachers may get inspired for advocacy in favor of the animal protection and welfare, and thus, advance the broader goals of sustainable development, ensuring a harmonious coexistence for all living beings on our planet.

2. 
Questionary tailored for high school students regarding their experiences with pets and how interactions with animals relate to their emotional state & well-being

ENGAGE, Reflect on your Experiences, EXPLAIN: 

Do you have a pet at home?

If so, can you share how having a pet has impacted your emotional well-being and overall happiness?

How do you think the love and acceptance offered by pets can impact someone's mental health, especially during challenging times?

Have you ever noticed a difference in your mood moments such as those of loneliness or sadness, or stress levels after spending time with your pet? If so, how would you describe this change?

What specific behaviors or interactions with (your) pet do you find most comforting during times of emotional distress?

Do you believe that having a pet (if you have some) has helped you develop a sense of responsibility and purpose, contributing to your overall well-being?

Have you ever considered or participated in animal-assisted therapy or counseling sessions with animals? If so, what was your experience like?

Do you feel that having a pet has helped you build stronger social connections or alleviate feelings of isolation? If so, can you provide examples?

In your opinion, what makes the bond between humans and animals unique, and how can this bond be leveraged to improve mental health outcomes for youth struggling with loneliness, depression, or other emotional difficulties?


EXTEND: Share your experiences and opinions in some further discussion with your colleagues, friends, family. Create a poster with portraits of animals from your school, create ID for each, share your work on some social media page, create post cards and covers for schoolbooks and notebooks, make creative design with portraits from animals, collect interesting experiences, compose poems and songs for the animals, … 

Read more about the topic by your interests, here are some references:

Fine, A. (Ed.). (2015). Handbook on Animal-Assisted Therapy: Theoretical Foundations and Guidelines for Practice. Academic Press.
Kruger, K. A., & Serpell, J. A. (2006). Animal-assisted interventions in mental health: Definitions and theoretical foundations. In A. H. Fine (Ed.), Handbook on Animal-Assisted Therapy: Theoretical Foundations and Guidelines for Practice (2nd ed., pp. 21-38). Academic Press.
Barker, S. B., & Wolen, A. R. (2008). The benefits of human-companion animal interaction: A review. Journal of Veterinary Medical Education, 35(4), 487-495.
Kamioka, H., Okada, S., Tsutani, K., Park, H., Okuizumi, H., Handa, S., ... & Honda, T. (2014). Effectiveness of animal-assisted therapy: A systematic review of randomized controlled trials. Complementary Therapies in Medicine, 22(2), 371-390.
Crossman, M. K., & Kazdin, A. E. (2015). Animal visitation programs in colleges and universities: An integrated review of literature. Anthrozoös, 28(1), 109-125.

Watch YouTube videos and movies, get inspired and gain some further insights for your study and practice

Movies:
Cats, Dogs and Mental Health | Ellie Harvey | TEDxKingAlfredSchool
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FWJUHL2BsAM 
Therapie dogs: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WFF3ksoAw3M 
Lessie 1994: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0110305/ 
Hachi: a Dog´s tail 2009: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1028532/ 
Guide dog training for blind: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mF_pMLZUJn8 
AI-robot guide dogs for blind: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jrq3TMIXakQ
Horse therapy helps people suffering of anxiety: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1hI29GlcjAo 
Equine therapy with horses: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjq9FwoGZl0 
Cats help against anxiety and depression: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lkUpOD6r1O4 


3. Guiding insights and questions tailored for blind students and teachers on dogs for the blind with examples from Austria

For individuals with visual impairments, assistance dogs play a crucial role in enhancing independence, mobility, and overall quality of life. In Austria, as in many countries worldwide, specialized training programs are offered to prepare these remarkable canines for their life-changing roles as guides and companions.
Since the Middle Ages, dogs have always been able to help blind people is evidenced by an old testimony: A regulation from Strasbourg from the 15th century stipulated that beggar were not allowed to keep dogs - unless they were blind and therefore dependent on the four-legged friend.
The first attempts to train dogs to assist blind people took place in Europe in 18th-century Paris. Professional training for guide dogs for the blind was established around 1900.
Since then, much has happened - guide dogs for the blind are part of everyday life in many cityscapes. Like other assistance dogs, they are allowed to accompany their owners to numerous places in most Western countries where otherwise there is a dog ban. For example, in grocery stores or doctor's offices.

3.1. Dog Training for the Blind in Austria 
In Austria, organizations such as the Austrian Association for the Blind and Visually Impaired (ÖBSV) and the Association of Blind and Visually Impaired Guide Dogs (VBSFH) play pivotal roles in providing training and support for assistance dogs. These programs are meticulously designed to equip dogs with the skills and temperament necessary to assist individuals with visual impairments in navigating their surroundings safely and confidently.

Cost Considerations 
While the benefits of having an assistance dog are immeasurable, it's essential to consider the financial aspects associated with training and maintaining these invaluable companions. In Austria, the costs of acquiring and training an assistance dog can vary depending on factors such as the organization providing the training, the breed and age of the dog, and the specific needs of the individual.

Navigating Financial Support: 
Fortunately, there are avenues for financial assistance available to blind individuals in Austria seeking to acquire an assistance dog. Organizations like the Austrian Disabled Sport Association (ÖBSV) may offer support programs or subsidies to help offset the costs associated with training and obtaining an assistance dog. Additionally, individuals may explore government assistance programs or private funding sources to help cover expenses.

How to train and command the guiding dog for & by blind people

Text excerpt from the web article:
(…) The person maintains contact with the dog through the stable guiding handle. The dogs respond to verbal commands such as "look for the traffic light," "go home," or "to the store."
The corresponding goals and commands are to be practiced beforehand with the trainer. A guide dog for the blind usually masters over 70 commands. However, it is important to train them regularly. Because after two years, they may forget the way "to the doctor."
Here are some examples of commands that most guide dogs for the blind can execute with a corresponding command alongside "sit," "lie down," and the like:
walk slower and faster walk on the right or left side of the street indicate a sitting opportunity indicate doors look for a traffic light - however, it cannot recognize when it is "green" indicate a mailbox or bus stop. 
!Guide dogs for the blind should only wear the guiding harness for a limited time of the day to be able to relax in between.

Costs and Requirements for a Guide Dog 
A professionally trained guide dog for the blind costs starts at 20,000 euros. 
In many European countries, including Germany and Austria, health insurance companies contribute to the costs of the four-legged companion. 

How are the costs regulated in your country? 
Make a research, ask professionals engaged in trainings and provision of dogs for blind.

Conclusion:
In Austria, as in other countries, the training of assistance dogs for the blind represents a collaborative effort between dedicated organizations, trainers, and individuals with visual impairments. While costs may pose a significant consideration, the profound impact of these canine companions on the lives of their handlers cannot be overstated. Through thoughtful planning, financial support, and the tireless dedication of all involved, the journey towards greater independence and empowerment for the blind community continues to unfold.

Sources:
https://www.blindenverband.at/de/aktuelles/2174/BSVOe-Mehr-als-Dackelblick--diese-Hunde-haben-den-Durchblick 
https://www.zooplus.at/magazin/hund/hundeerziehung/blindenhund 
https://www.meinbezirk.at/tag/neues-aus-der-woche 
Association of Blind and Visually Impaired Guide Dogs in Austria: www.vbsfh.at
Testimonials from assistance dog owners in Austria: www.blindenhunde-erfahrungen.at







3.2. Questionary for trainers of guiding dogs for blind people

How is the training of assistance dogs for the blind in your country structured, and what specific techniques or methods are used?

What are the costs associated with training an assistance dog, and are there support programs or financing options available in your country/local community for blind youth/adults in need of such a dog?

If you have experienced the assistance by dog for blind, can you share some success stories and some challenges you have encountered with a dog?

In what language are the assistance dogs trained in your country, and at what age are they taken into service? Can blind youths actively participate in the promotion and training of these dogs?

Task for Engagement:
Invite people from your local community/country, for the interview, collect informations, share them with blind communities on online portals and support them by sharing quality informations and supporting national and international exchange of experiences and good practices.
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