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Dogs teach new tricks
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At Virginia Woof, he has studied animal first aid and has gained experience
in customer service and office skills.

“Before, I had a lot of talents and a lot of skills, but no direction. Nowhere to
20,” Chene says. “Finally, I find myself knowing what I want to do.”

Oliver, whose border collie was the model for the Virginia Woof logo, says
homeless youth have a natural affinity for dogs.

“They’re really honest. You know what you get with a dog,” says David Stone,

director of Virginia Woof. “They don’t hold grudges, and they don’t play games.”

Oliver describes the “culture shock” many people experience when moving
from the streets into the business world, unprepared to understand or meet
employer expectations. Virginia Woof arms young people with solid skills —
like punctuality and teamwork — that can transfer to any job.

Referred by Outside In and other programs serving at-risk people, trainees
work 13 1/2 hours a week, earning $8 an hour. About 85 percent complete the
program.

Kitty Nufiez, 19, had never had a job before. “It was going to be hard to find a
job without job experience and training,” she says.

After only a few weeks at Virginia Woof, Nufiez has learned “constant
vigilance” and how to “keep a sense of humor.”

Customers see the mission

Virginia Woof provides space for up to 50 dogs, and also offers boarding and
private consultation on training and behavioral issues.

“Many people who use our dog day-care services are here to support the idea
that we are trying to prevent adult homelessness,” says manager Lorraine
Smith, who also is Virginia Woof’s dog behaviorist. “The dogs love the youth.
The youth love the dogs.”

Michelle Mueller, who was the architectural designer for Virginia Woof,
takes her 2-year-old yellow lab, Nellie, to the day care. She spends $14 for a
half-day, and says the rates are comparable to other facilities.

“There are places much closer to where I live that would be more convenient,”
Mueller says. “But I really believe in what Outside In is doing. Every program
they’ve looked at, where at-risk kids have worked with dogs, it’s just been such a
positive outcome for the kids.”

Nuiez says she’s not much of a people person, but believes dogs are natural
icebreakers.

“My co-workers, and David and Lorraine, are really encouraging me to reach
out and come out of this shell that I've built around myself,” she says. “I find
myself greeting customers, even though I'm not in that part of the training yet.”

Love of pets can be tested

The first dog day care in the United States to offer this kind of program,
Virginia Woof was recognized in 2006 by the U.S. Department of Labor for
providing work-force training to homeless and runaway youths.

Virginia Woof also has support from community donors and supporters,
including Meyer Memorial Trust, the Paul G. Allen Family Foundation and Gus
Van Sant.

Stone says a genuine love of dogs is an important criterion for acceptance into
the job training program.
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“You may not love dogs as much as you think you do after having 50 dogs
running around, going to the bathroom on the floor, trying to fight each other,
making a big mess,” Stone says.

Chene laughs when asked about any downside to the Virginia Woof program.
“Well, you smell 50 piles of dog poo, and there’s no pooper-scooper,” he says.
“That’s what your hands and the gloves and the bags are for.”

Stone admits there are challenges to training at-risk people.

“They’re usually in transitional housing or are currently living on the streets,”
Stone says. They face barriers to gainful employment, like unstable home
environments or even drug addiction.

“The 20 hours a day they’re not here is completely different from what we give
them,” Stone says. “We give them a supportive environment. They’re getting
paid. They’re being appreciated. They’re being valued.”

Chene says he works hard, and appreciates the positive feedback he gets from
the staff and the guidance they offer when his performance needs help.

“The people here, they genuinely care for you,” he says. “If you're doing right,
they definitely let you know, and they make you feel really good about it.”

As the program draws to a close, Stone says, participants face a tough
transition.

“They miss the idea of not being around the dogs,” he says, stressing that they
can make their Virginia Woof experience a more permanent reality.

“It’s not just some daydream-land that’s over now,” Stone says. “They can
continue that as long as they take the right steps. They’ll be successful.”

About five of the 35 program graduates are still working with animals. Stone
says one graduate is currently working at Subway and has earned his GED.
Another, who had been living on the streets when he started the program, now
has an apartment.

“My idea of success isn’t necessarily making $45,000 a year working for
Microsoft,” Stone says. “Are they getting to a place that’s better than where they
were when they came here? If you can say that, then I think that’s success.”

Although Chene hadn’t even heard of dog day care before moving to Portland
from Yermo, Calif., last year, he’s looking forward to running a dog day-care
facility in the future.

“I've been told I'm management material,” Chene says.

Nuilez is considering sticking with pet care, possibly training to be a dog
groomer or a veterinary assistant.

“I'm really liking this working-with-animals thing,” she says.

When asked what she would like to tell others about Virginia Woof, Nuiiez
says, “If they have a dog that needs day care, bring them here. It’s fun.”
Virginia Woof Dog Daycare

‘What: Day care 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. Monday-Friday; boarding seven days a week

Where: 1520 W. Burnside St., 503-224-5455

More: www.virginiawoof.com
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