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on loose leash walking. Some of the dogs were shy at first, 
while others were quite rambunctious. Each session ended 
with a canine play time, during which the girls laughed 
and giggled at the dogs’ antics. In addition to their work 
directly with the dogs, the Girl Scouts also collected dona-
tions of dog treats, blankets, and beds for the rescue, and 
some of them did special school projects to educate their 
classmates about dog adoptions and positive dog training.

	 By the end of the program, the girls were able to handle 
much more challenging dogs. One group took a large 
Border Collie who jumped up constantly, and with little 
adult guidance, taught him to sit and stay quietly within a 
short period of time.  Although this dog at first tried to drag 
them around on a leash, they helped him succeed at loose 
leash walking by the end of the session, just in time for him 
to be adopted that afternoon!

	 At the end of the program, the girls had overcome their 
fear of dogs, had gained considerable competence, and 
confidence in socializing, training, and handling dogs.  
They all said it was fun. They had learned a lot about 
dogs—even several dogs with difficult histories became 
adoptable—and were adopted—thanks to the efforts of 
Troop 1547.

	 Risë VanFleet, PhD, is a child/family psychologist and positive 
therapy dog trainer in Boiling Springs, PA.  She is the author 
of many books in the play therapy field, and her book, Play 
Therapy with Kids & Canines won the Planet Dog Foundation’s 
Sit. Speak. Act. Award for best book on service and therapy 
dogs, as judged in the 2008 DWAA competition. She conducts 
trainings on Canine-Assisted Play Therapy and volunteers as a 
trainer at a local rescue. She can be reached through her web 
site at www.playfulpooch.org or at Risevanfleet@aol.com.

When 15 11-year-old Junior Girl Scouts decide to 
help some dogs, the results can be exciting—for 
them and the dogs!  In early 2009, Junior Girl Scout 

Troop 1547 of Mechanicsburg, PA decided to earn their 
Bronze Award by learning about dog training and then vol-
unteering at a local Rescue. An eight-month program, led 
by the author (www.playfulpooch.org) and Pat McCann, 
owner of a dog rescue in Carlisle, PA, and coordinated by 
Troop Leader Stacey Thomas, was off and running.

	 During their first meeting, the girls watched video 
segments about canine communication signals and then 
identified them in demo dogs. They also learned about 
canine rescue organizations and how they work. Next 
came an introduction to positive dog training followed by 
some clicker training with each other. At the end of the 
first session, they met two of the author’s dogs adopted 
from rescue, including her Border Collie mix who works 
regularly in canine-assisted play therapy and a semi-feral 
Aussie who was being rehabilitated and socialized to dogs 
and people.

	 While most of the girls were excited about this 
opportunity and eager to meet dogs, it became clear that 
several of them had never had experience with pet dogs and 
were a bit frightened by dogs in general.  Early emphasis on 
safety with dogs seemed to help everyone relax.

	 Subsequent sessions were held at the rescue, mostly 
with herding breeds and mixes. The Girl Scouts initially 
learned to greet dogs properly with the help of a demo dog. 
They then broke into three groups of five girls, each with an 
adult Scout leader present. The trainers briefly introduced 
each of the dog training skills, demonstrated it, asked 
each girl to try it with a demo dog, and then supervised 
the small groups as they trained the actual rescue canine 
assigned to them.  Each group worked with one previously 
untrained dog at a time. Typically, they were able to work 
with the same dogs for several sessions before the dogs 
were successfully adopted.  

	 During their small group sessions, the Junior Girl Scouts 
taught the dogs to Look, Sit, and Stay, and then began work 
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