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General Information
• Chat is disabled in Zoom webinar mode. Please use the Q&A tool if you have 

questions for our presenters. Questions will be answered at the end of the 
webinar if time permits.

• After the webinar, you will have the option to complete a survey for feedback. 
Zoom will also send an automated email if you wish to complete the survey 
later. 

• The email will also include a link to our GCPD page to access the webinar 
recording and other materials.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The presenters are not attorneys licensed to practice law.  The information in this presentation is general knowledge and should not be used as legal advice.



Speaker Introductions

• Erin Christensen, Canine Companions

• Alyssa Otis, Leader Dogs for the Blind

• Teodora Cabrera, Service Animal Expert



Learning Objectives
• Identify the differences between service animals and other types of 

support animals.

• Review the basic disability laws that protect service animals and their 
handlers.

• Know how to legally manage service animals in the workplace and 
welcome them in public spaces.

• Learn different factors in service animal training to understand why various 
service dogs in public may demonstrate different levels of capability.



What is a Service 
Animal?

• Service animals are working animals, 
not pets.

• The work or task a dog has been 
trained to perform must be directly 
related to the person’s disability.



What is a Disability?

• The Americans with Disabilities Act defines “disability” as a physical or 
mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life 
activities. 

• Some examples include walking, seeing, speaking, hearing, breathing, 
caring for oneself, performing some manual tasks, eating, sleeping, 
working, reading, concentrating, and thinking. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Next, let's be clear on the legal definition of a "disability" 

This is not an exhaustive list of major life activities.



What is a Service Dog?

People with disabilities have access rights, not service animals.
Without the handler with a disability, service animals are not permitted in 

public places that do not allow pets.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Service dogs are generally permitted anywhere their handler is allowed in public, with a few exceptions like burn units, some areas of zoos and others. They are trained in specific tasks to mitigate their handler's disability and go through extensive training. Service dogs – and all dogs in public places – must be safe and under control.



What is NOT a Service Dog?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Emotional support animals (ESA) don't have the right to be in public places like a service dog team has. ESAs are pets. They are not trained in specific tasks, but serve an important role for people living with mental health conditions by providing support.



Examples of Dog Tasks

• Retrieving dropped cell phone
• Alerting to sounds in the environment
• Guiding a person who is blind or low 

vision
• Pulling a manual wheelchair
• Alerting to changes in blood sugar
• Providing trained assistance during or 

after a seizure
• Creating a physical barrier between a 

handler with PTSD and other people 
• Interrupting anxiety behaviors

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Service dogs provide a variety of ways to assist people with various disabilities. 



A Service Dog is More than a Vest

There is no federally required certification or registration for service dogs. 
Many companies provide “documentation,” “ID Cards,” and a “registration” with the 
purchase of a vest. These do not confirm that the dog is a service animal trained to 
perform tasks for a person with a disability.

Owner-trained and program-trained service dog teams have the same right to be in 
public if they meet the same standards of behavior.

A service dog is not required to wear a vest or any identifying items to qualify as a 
service animal.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Owner-trained or self-trained service dogs are legitimate when they have been trained in tasks to mitigate a handler's disability AND are behaving safely and are under control.

There are many styles, colors, types of equipment that service dog handlers use, but Canine Companions service dogs must wear a blue logo vest, bandana or specialized pulling harness when in public.



Disability Laws and Service Animals
Federal and Texas laws protect people with disabilities in employment, housing, 
state/local government services, and places of public accommodation. The applicable 
service animal rules will depend on the setting.

• Americans with Disabilities Act – Service Animal Guidance

• Fair Housing Act – Service Animal Guidance

• Texas Human Resources Code, Chapter 121 – Directly Addressed in Statute

Information on Air Carrier Accessibility Act and federal agency guidance from the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 will be in the presentation notes for those interested.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Air Carrier Accessibility Act – https://www.transportation.gov/resources/individuals/aviation-consumer-protection/service-animals
Common Rehab Act of 1973 Provides Guidance for Federal Agencies (not exhaustive list):
Health and Human Services Section 504 Final Rule- https://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/for-individuals/disability/section-504-rehabilitation-act-of-1973/ocr-detailed-504-fact-sheet/index.html
National Park System Service Animal Memorandum- https://www.nps.gov/subjects/policy/upload/PM_18-02.pdf
U.S. Dept of Veteran Affairs VHA Directive 1188 - https://content.govdelivery.com/attachments/USVAOCLA/2015/08/17/file_attachments/417244/Service+Animals+on+VA+property+-+FACTSHEET.pdf
U.S. Department of Agriculture Fee Waiver for International Transport of Service Dog - https://www.aphis.usda.gov/pet-travel/us-to-foreign-country/cost-to-endorse



https://www.ada.gov/resources/service-animals-2010-requirements/
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/FHEO/documents/19ServiceAnimalNoticeFHEO_508.pdf


Know the Laws: Americans with Disabilities Act
Prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities in everyday public life.

• Title I covers Employment for People with Disabilities
• Title II covers access at State & Local Governments
• Title III covers access at Places of Public Accommodation
• Title IV covers Telecommunications
• Title V covers Miscellaneous Provisions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Title IV has no provisions for service animals. Title V prohibits retaliation to people exercising rights including service animal usage.



Know the Laws: Fair Housing Act
Prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities in housing activities.

Covered housing providers must allow accommodations and modifications for people with 
disabilities including those who have service animals. Service animals are not pets and 
should not be regarded as such.

An accommodation is a change, exception, or adjustment to a rule, policy, practice or 
service. Typical reasonable accommodations include exempting the tenant from a ‘no 
pets’ policy and waiving pet fees or rent. Some other considerations may include access to 
common areas and waiving limits on the size, weight, or breed of the service dog. 

Modifications to the tenant’s unit for the effective use of a service animal are rare but 
must be permitted. This will be at the tenant’s expense and must be restored by the 
tenant upon vacating the unit.



Know the Laws: Texas HRC Chapter 121

State law that mostly mirrors federal disability laws prohibiting discrimination in 
employment, housing, and public places.

Texas law includes dogs who are training to become service animals when prohibiting 
public places from denying access to a person with a disability using a service animal and 
institutes penalties for doing so.

Texas Human Resources Code §121.006 provides a fine of not more than $1,000 and 30 
hours of community service.



Service Dogs: Employment

Private employers in Texas with 15 or more employees are required to provide 
reasonable accommodations for a person with a disability. This may include the 
use of a service animal and related needs.

As employers, State and Local Governments are not subject to the “15 or more 
employees” rule. Having just one employee is sufficient to trigger employment 
protections for people with disabilities.

Employers must establish a process that allows people to make reasonable 
accommodation requests. 



Accommodation Process

The accommodation process typically begins when a person with a disability 
requests a reasonable accommodation. It may also begin by the employer if they 
notice the employer struggling to complete essential functions due to an 
apparent disability. 

To ensure nondiscrimination, the accommodation process should be standardized 
throughout the organization. However, interactions and options for 
accommodations should be individualized to the person and position.

EEOC guidance recommends prompt processing and states employers should 
consider temporary accommodations when appropriate; documentation requests 
must be limited to what is reasonable when disability/need is not obvious.



Employer Decisions

Workplace service animals are evaluated under reasonable-accommodation principles, 
including effectiveness, essential job functions, undue hardship, and legitimate safety 
concerns. Consider these factors:

• The dog’s tasks as related to the employee’s disability.
• How the dog will directly or indirectly help the employee do the essential functions of the job.
• If the dog’s training is sufficient and not disruptive to the workplace.
• Whether or not it will cause an undue hardship to the employer.
• If there is a significant risk of substantial harm to the animal or individual.

A service animal in the workplace is not an all-or-nothing option. Employers can set conditions if 
they do not impact work functions, such as requiring the dog to always be with the person or 
limiting areas where the dog is permitted. Employers and employees should engage in an 
interactive process  as needed to identify and maintain effective accommodations.



Service Dogs: Public Places

Public places of accommodation include privately or publicly owned 
facilities that are open to the public to engage in commerce, lodging, 
or community services. 

This includes hotels, restaurants, entertainment venues,  public 
gatherings, retail stores, banks, medical services, education, and 
recreation.

Private clubs and religious organizations have exemptions from the 
ADA but often will volunteer to provide access.

State and local governments have similar access requirements for 
their public spaces under ADA Title II.



Best Practices for Public Entities

Do not charge a surcharge or pet fee because a person uses a 
service animal. Ordinary fees for goods and service still apply.

Service animals generally accompany handlers in areas where 
members of the public, program participants, or invitees are 
allowed. Exclusion may be appropriate when the animal 
would fundamentally alert the service or compromise 
legitimate safety requirements.

It is helpful to consider designating an area where the service 
animal can relieve itself and the waste can be disposed of.

If the handler has a dog safely under control and is behaving, 
operate from the assumption that it is a service animal.



What Can a Public Entity Ask?

A representative of a public entity may only ask two questions when it is not 
obvious what service the dog provides:

1. “Is the dog a service animal required because of a disability?”
2. “What work or task has the dog been trained to perform?”

They may ask that the dog be removed from the premises under these conditions:

1. If a service dog is out of control and the handler does not take effective action 
to control it, or the dog is not housebroken.

2. A particular dog may also be excluded when it posts a direct threat based on 
an individualized assessment. Breed type or a person’s fear of dogs are not 
sufficient grounds for removal.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let's talk about what public entities can do. They are permitted to ask only these two questions

It’s important for public entities to ask these two questions verbatim. A person is less likely to be untruthful about whether they have a disability.



What Can’t A Public Entity Ask?

A representative of a public entity can’t ask what kind of disability a person 
has.

If the task is not obvious to the representative, they can’t ask to see the 
task the dog is trained to perform.

They should avoid asking for “papers” such as credentials, medical records, 
or ID cards.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Don’t ask what a person's disability is; it's a violation of privacy and as we saw earlier, service dogs perform tasks for people with all kinds of disabilities.

Asking to see the dog do its job seems harmless, but for those people whose service dogs perform medical alert tasks or other similar tasks, it would be impossible to show that task on command.

Don’t ask for proof that the dog is a service dog. Remember, if the dog is behaving safely and is under control, operate from the view that the dog is a service animal.



Best  Practices for Users in Public Places

Always prioritize safety for you and your service dog.

The ADA does not require advance notice for ordinary public 
access. If it is an unusual situation, notify the organization in 
advance that you will be bringing a service animal. This 
ensures they will be prepared to accommodate you and your 
service animal. 

Tools for Service Animals

Vest: Informs people when a service dog is working.
Shoes: Protects service animal paws from extreme weather, 
harsh terrain, and environmental hazards. 
Harness/Leash: Under the ADA, a service dog must be 
harnessed or leashed to demonstrate control. If the device 
will interfere with the dog’s work, the dog may instead be 
controlled by voice, signal, or other means.



Is a Service Dog Right for Me?

Questions to Ask Yourself:
• What disability-related needs do I have?
• What tasks would a dog perform to help me?
• Would a dog improve my independence or safety?
• Can I meet the dog’s exercise, grooming, training 

maintenance, and retirement needs?
• Do I have access to appropriate veterinary care?
• Can I manage the financial costs of a dog?
• Is my home and daily environment suitable for a dog?
• Am I prepared for the time and responsibility involved?



Who Can Train a Service Dog?

OWNER TRAINED SERVICE DOG:
Service dogs can be trained by their owner to perform 
tasks that support your disability.

PROGRAM TRAINED SERVICE DOG:
Service dogs are trained by professional trainers who 
do this for a living.

HOW DO YOU DECIDE WHICH?
There are advantages and challenges for each option.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There is no legal requirement for service dogs to be professionally trained



Owner Service Dog Training

ADVANTAGES:

• Personalized to handler’s 
needs

• Handler and dog can develop 
a strong working relationship

• More flexibility with age, size 
and breed

• Lower upfront costs for 
owners

CHALLENGES:

• Requires handler to commit 
to significant time and 
knowledge

• Mistakes can be difficult to 
correct

• Public access and task-
training can be demanding

• Dog may not be a good fit



Program Service Dog Training

ADVANTAGES:

• Trainer can provide guidance 
through the whole process

• Faster skill acquisition

• Accurate task shaping using 
proven methods

• May provide structured 
public-access and task 
training

CHALLENGES:

• A trusted trainer that is local 
to you is not always available

• Initial costs are higher than 
self-training

• Dog may not be a good fit

• Sometimes there are wait 
lists or limits on dog age, size, 
or breed

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Trainers may help with:
Selecting an appropriate dog
Basic obedience
Socialization
Task training
Public-access skills




Choosing the Right Training Organization

Ask them:
• What is the organization's experience training service dogs?
• Do they train dogs for my specific disability-related needs?
• What training philosophy do they have?
• What training methods do they use?
• How much involvement will I have in training?
• What follow-up support is provided?
• How are dogs selected and matched with handlers?
• What happens if a dog is not a suitable match?
• What are the total costs?
• Can I speak with current or former clients?



Choosing the Right Dog

Important characteristics may include:

• Stable temperament
• Ability to focus around distractions
• Trainability
• Appropriate social behavior
• Appropriate size or physical capability for the 

required tasks
• Willingness to work with a handler

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Not all dogs are suited for service work.



Building the Human-Dog Relationship

SERVICE DOG 
TRAINING

IS ALSO

HANDLER TRAINING

The handler needs to learn:

• How to communicate with the dog.
• How to reinforce desired behavior.
• How to recognize stress or fatigue.
• How to maintain training.
• How to care for the dog’s physical and 

emotional needs.
• How to advocate for the service dog team.



Questions?

Contact Information
Erin Christensen: echristensen@canine.org
Alyssa Otis: alyssa.otis@leaderdog.org
Teodora Cabrera: teodora.calliope@gmail.com

mailto:echristensen@canine.org
mailto:alyssa.otis@leaderdog.org
mailto:teodora.calliope@gmail.com
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