Courthouse Dogs: Assisting people Involved in the

Criminal Justice System

COURTHOWUSE
DOGS

“Don’t hit her anymore,” sobbed Karen as she
watched her father beat her mother in a drunken
rage. He turned back towards her and shouted,
“Get back in your room, and stay there!” Karen ran
there and huddled down on the floor at the foot of
her bed. Although she had covered her ears she
could hear her mother crying out for help. Karen
scurried out of her room and ran to the kitchen.
She picked up the phone and dialed 911. “Please
send the police, Daddy is hurting Mommy.”

Karen’s father refused to enter a guilty plea to the
assault knowing that his wife would recant on the
stand as she had done before.

Karen froze when she saw her father in the
courtroom for the first time since his arrest. Then
she remembered that Stilson would be right
beside her and she felt calmer. Karen just didn’t
want her mother hurt anymore, and with a deep
breath she slowly began to describe what had
happened.

Canine Companions for Independence
Facility Dog Stilson in the courtroom

What is a courthouse dog?

A courthouse dog is a graduate dog from an ADI organization that is placed with a legal
professional for the purpose of providing emotional support to individuals during the prosecution
and investigation of crimes and in restorative justice courts. Handlers of courthouse dogs may be
prosecuting attorneys, law enforcement officers, forensic interviewers, or victim advocates. The
dog usually works at a child advocacy center or at a courthouse. In these settings, a courthouse
dog may work with victims, witnesses, and other individuals who have been physically or
emotionally affected by criminal conduct.

One unique aspect of a courthouse dog placement is that usually more than one handler must be
trained to work with the dog. For example, the forensic interviewer who initially speaks with an
abused child to find out what happened to him or her will need to be alone with the child (and the
courthouse dog). But trial procedures prevent that forensic interviewer from being with the child in
the courtroom — a victim advocate or prosecutor will need to handle the dog there. Likewise, a
prosecutor who is the primary handler for a courthouse dog may be in trial when the dog is needed
at a sentencing in another courtroom, requiring a victim advocate to take the dog for that job.
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Typical work done by a courthouse dog:

e Greeting children and parents who have come into a child advocacy center to initiate
investigation of child sexual abuse

e Accompanying a child (age 4 — 17) during a forensic interview, where the child explains to a
trained interviewer the details of an incident of sexual abuse or a crime of violence

e Accompanying a child during the various phases of the investigation and prosecution of
crime, including a defense interview, a competency hearing, and a courtroom trial

o Greeting members of the public throughout the courthouse

e Attending drug court, mental health court, and other restorative justice proceedings to
provide an element of calm to people with disabilities and individuals in drug withdrawal.

e Accompanying vulnerable adult crime victims, including rape victims, developmentally
delayed adults, and the elderly during court proceedings

e Providing emotional comfort to family members of homicide victims during the trial and
sentencing of the offender

¢ Providing a sense of normalcy during juvenile court proceedings.

Irag war veteran Michael Graves had been living in homeless shelters in Seattle for six months.
Every morning he was released from
the facility to spend the next ten
hours wandering the city. As the
damp cold seeped through his
ragged jacket, he knew that if he
could just score some crack the
memories would go away. After
begging on the street corner he
earned enough for one rock. He
bought a “twenty” and reached for his
pipe. “You’re under arrest”, shouted
the undercover officer.

The next morning he was brought
into drug court. It seemed impossible
that he could overcome his drug
addiction with no one to support him.
There was no point in trying, he
thought. Then a dog put his head in his lap.

Jeeter from Canine Companions for Independence '
in Drug Court
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Job description for a Courthouse Dog

A Courthouse Dog will need to be able to adapt comfortably to several different work
environments.

Sample tasks

Some time will be spent assisting with forensic interviews of children between the ages of 4 and 12
who have been sexually assaulted or who have witnessed domestic violence. Often the child is
introduced to the dog for a few minutes before the interview begins, and it is helpful if the dog is
willing to follow commands given by the child, as this helps the child feel more in control of the
situation. During these interviews, the dog will need to be able to lie very quietly beside the child,
without interacting with or distracting the child. In fact, it is best if the dog can lie with its head
down, without looking around the room or becoming vigilant about outside noises, etc. During the
interview process the child will often be emotionally upset, crying, or moving about the room.
These interviews can last from 30 to 90 minutes, with the dog being petted continuously
throughout that time or being seemingly ignored.

Courtroom work provides a different
sort of challenge. The dog will need to
provide comfort to the child in the
witness box during direct and cross
examination. The dog will also have to
ignore other people talking, perhaps
loudly, in the courtroom. It will be
most useful to the child if the dog can
remain focused on the child despite
what is going on around him. The
courthouse itself may be a challenging
environment, with prisoners in
handcuffs, crowded elevators, and
stressed people in a hurry to get
where they are going. The dog will
need to be able to remain calm,
unobtrusive, and focused amidst this

Assistance Dogs of the West in a Santa Fe courtroom chaos.

Other typical work for a courthouse
dog will be providing emotional support to recovering drug addicts in a drug court program, visiting
young offenders in juvenile detention, working with developmentally delayed or elderly
victims/witnesses, and providing a comforting presence to families of homicide victims during
sentencing hearings.

In the courthouse, the dog will encounter a large number of people with reactions that vary from
unexpectedly rushing to hug the dog to recoiling in fear. The dog will need to be calm in all
circumstances, and not approach any person unless bidden to do so by its handler.

A simple command that is important for this lifestyle is the ability for the dog to toilet quickly on
command on any substrate, as court recesses may be brief.
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Temperament needed

A successful courthouse dog will have a quiet, calm demeanor and have a self-possessed air. The
dog will also need to work independently with many individuals throughout a typical day and have
multiple handlers.

Temperament of a courthouse dog

Calm, quiet demeanor

Self confidant

Adaptable

Highly social

Relaxed, not vigilant

Likes to snuggle with humans

Training needed

Basic training

Reliable in different environments

Tolerates smelly people, angry people, drug abusers, children who invade boundaries,
erratic behavior, emotionally charged situations

Fast, reliable toileting

Down stay for 40 minutes

Tolerates elevators, metal detectors, pat down, crowded lobby

Does not approach anyone unbidden

Ignores other dogs

Reliable off lead in enclosed areas

Crate trained

Can be left unattended with no barking

Does not ask for attention from people during forensic interviews or in the courtroom

Commands that are necessary or helpful

Stand, sit, down, stay, roll

Visit - head in lap and stay

Lap - upper body in lap and stay

Under — dog goes under furniture and stays

e Speak
e Shake
o (et
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Terminology

A child advocacy center (CAC) is a facility where professionals from many different disciplines
come together to investigate and prosecute child abuse cases, and provide child and family
counseling. A child advocacy center may house medical personnel, law enforcement, prosecutors,
child interview specialists, child protection services, and mental health therapists. These centers
are child-friendly facilities where a child comes for an initial interview to determine if a crime has
been committed and to have a medical exam, if needed. The team of professionals at the center
then decide how to best help the child and whether a crime has been committed. A Multi-
Disciplinary Interview Center (MDIC) is another name for a child advocacy center.

A competency hearing is a courtroom procedure in which a judge decides whether a child (or
other person) is mentally able to be a witness in a criminal trial. For a child, the judge will want to
find out if he or she can relate facts accurately and knows the difference between the truth and a
lie.

A defense interview allows the defense attorney to meet with the child before the trial to question
him or her about the incident in question.

Drug courts attempt to break the cycle of criminal behavior and drug use by diverting nonviolent
offenders away from prison and into judge-supervised drug treatment. Instead of proceeding to
trial, the offender commits to a rigorous treatment program, meeting with a drug court team in court
every two weeks or so for about two years. During this period, the offender is subjected to a
number of controls, including frequent drug testing and referrals for housing, mental health
treatment, and employment. In many counties there are both adult and juvenile drug courts.

A forensic interview is conducted with a child (usually ages 4 to 12) who may have experienced
abuse or witnessed a violent crime. Ideally, the interview is conducted by a trained child interview
specialist, who is alone in the room with the child. The interview is usually videotaped to provide
the clearest record of what the child said. The goal of the forensic interview is to get a statement
from the child during only one interview in a developmentally appropriate, legally defensible
manner.

Juvenile detention is a secure residence facility where young people are held for relatively short
periods of time while awaiting court hearings or transfer to a longer term program.

A prosecutor (also called a district attorneyorst at e’ s )& & goeernmantyemployee who
represents the city, county, or state in prosecuting individuals who have committed a crime.

A victim advocate assists crime victims and witnesses through the aftermath of crime. A victim
advocate may accompany a child or adult as he or she goes through various court hearings, serve
as a knowledgeable companion to an elder abuse victim, or accompany the family of a homicide
victim to sentencing.
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