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Do you ever wonder what it would be like to have a guide dog? If you're at all curious, we've got a few questions for you to consider first. 

Do you currently walk around your neighborhood by yourself using a cane? Are there places you'd like to go but avoid because you feel uncomfortable or unsafe? How's your stamina? Are you willing to work on it if it's not that great right now? If you have some vision, would you be comfortable trusting a guide dog help you safely navigate curbs, traffic, obstacles, et cetera while you rely on your vision to determine where you want to go and what route to take? Now, how about your family? A guide dog isn't a pet, but everyone in your household needs to be comfortable around dogs. Will everyone follow the basic rules around care, behavior, and control of the dog? Are you willing to commit to weeks of training? 

If you answered yes to all of these questions, it's time for you to learn more about guide dogs. A guide dog is specially trained to act as a mobility aid for a person with visual impairment. This includes avoiding obstacles, stopping at curbs and steps, and negotiating traffic. 

People who use guide dogs, called handlers, generally need to be able to get around pretty well on their own while using a white cane before learning how to work with a dog. That's because both guide dogs and white canes are tools to help you get around on your own. The dog is used to see and avoid obstacles and the cane is used to locate objects by tapping, feeling and listening. So if you've learned how to use a cane already, it can be a smooth transition to using a guide dog too. 

A well-trained guide dog is expected to work while in harness, and not play, eat, greet other dogs or relieve itself while leading its handler. It's the handler's job to provide direction, praise, sometimes correct the dog, and make sure the dog is safe, healthy, and has excellent care. That care includes food, water, bathroom relief, grooming, exercise, shelter, and visits to the vet. 

As the handler, you can expect the dog to follow instructions such as forward, left and right unless it is unsafe to do so. When a guide dog disobeys a command, it's for safety reasons. For example, when a handler gives the forward command, if the dog sees a vehicle approaching or another unsafe situation in the way, it will not obey. 

Working together as a team, the guide dog will accompany you during all your daily routines. They provide constant companionship, so you'll rarely go out alone. As always, contact a learning expert if you have questions or want to continue learning more about how a guide dog can fit in your life.
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