
Hearts for Gold program helps students and community

By Jon Lemieux, Sara Wise and Kelsey Pape

After a stroke at the age of 54 and requiring the use of a cane, Jeffery Daugherty 

had a hard time doing the things he loved or visit his favorite places. All that changed in 

2008, when he received his mobility assistance service dog Clark from the Hearts of Gold 

program.

Jeffery and his wife Barbara, who live in Fairmont, had been on multiple waiting 

lists for service dogs prior to receiving their golden retriever. Finally acquiring Clark 

marked a big improvement in Jeffrey’s quality of life, said Barbara.

“Before we had Clark, Jeff wouldn’t leave the house or do any sort of activities,” 

Barbara said. “Once Clark came, his mood picked up and the two just clicked.”

Since 2007 the Hearts for Gold program, in conjunction with the School of 

Animal and Veterinarian Sciences, trains service dogs that will hopefully go on to help 

those in the area with mobility issues.

The classes, ranging from beginner to advanced, put the students in the role of a 

teacher as they coach the dogs on more that 100 different commands. The commands 

range from a simple “sit” or “shake,” to more complicated tasks, such as retrieving items, 

opening refrigerators and turning light switches on or off.

Students also take the dogs for trips to stores and restaurants to help acclimate 

them to being obedient in a public environment. 

The program offers the service dogs to at no charge to qualified owners.



“Most programs wanted thousands of dollars for the dogs,” said Barbara. “There 

are other programs that offer free service dogs, but we had been on waiting lists for years. 

Once we found Hearts for Gold, it was like our prayers were answered.”

Dogs are obtained from breeders and are of different breeds, such as golden 

retrievers, poodles or German shepherds, and they all know when training begins. As 

soon as the students leash them up, they transform from energetic young dogs to calm 

obedient pupils. 

The dogs generally are in the course for two or three years. They can graduate the 

program only after a strict test of all commands while proving themselves under different 

circumstances.

“The success rate is low,” said Lindsay Parenti, one of the program’s founders. 

“Most places have professional trainers. Our students are just learning.”

Dogs that appear to have traits detrimental to being a good service dog, such as 

too much energy or low obedience, are released early from the program.

Only four dogs have graduated since the program’s inception, but the dogs benefit 

from the program regardless of whether they go on to complete the full course of not. 

Their adoptive family will receive a very well-trained companion.

“Dogs that don’t make it are adopted straight from the program,” said Parenti. 

“People are screened first and they only pay what the initial cost of the dog was.”

Upon completion of the program, the dog will be introduced to the person they 

are assigned with. They then begin the process of learning to take commands only from 

their owner. 



The classes are not required for any major offered by the university and do not 

fulfill an aspect of the general education requirements to graduate. The students enrolled 

do it for their passion in training the animals.

“This is the only class I’ve been in where I haven’t seen anybody skip (class),” 

said Gabrielle Whitehair, a junior in the nursing program.


