Dog Sees for Owner
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While some dogs are merely pets, Tina Turnage's dog is much more. 
Because Turnage is blind, her dog, Renessa, is her sight, too. 
Renessa is a service dog, or more specifically a seeing-eye dog. 
Two main types of service dogs are available to assist people with handicaps: seeing-eye dogs for the blind and signal dogs for the deaf. 
Though there are only a few service dogs in the area, according to Turnage, people in Wilson County need to be educated about what to do when they encounter a person with a service dog. Because Turnage is vice president of Guide Dog Users Inc., also known as Carolina Paws, she feels it is her responsibility to make citizens more aware of service dogs. Carolina Paws is a support group for people with seeing-eye dogs. 
Turnage, 27, has had many problems with people in the area who don't know anything about service dogs. She says it is hard to live in a community with a low blind population because you are treated as an outcast or as if you have a disease. 
"If you see a blind individual, don't be afraid. It's not like you can catch it," Turnage said. 
Turnage moved to Wilson in 1999 with her husband, Jody, and daughter, Star. She has been legally blind all her life and still had 20/70 vision when she was 11. It was about that age when she developed cataracts, and as she grew, so did the cataracts. Now she can see light and shadows and says what she sees is like putting wax paper over a pair of glasses. 
Turnage, who lived in Raleigh almost all of her life, was used to a place where being blind and having a seeing-eye dog wasn't that big of a deal. She said it is easy for blind people to get lost even with a seeing-eye dog, and when she tries to ask for directions around town, people shun her. 
"People need to be more compassionate," she said. "People are scared they are not going to be able to help." 
Getting lost is not the only problem Turnage has experienced. She also encounters difficulties when taking her dog into businesses. Turnage thinks when she goes into a restaurant she receives strange looks and everyone is thinking, "Doesn't she have enough respect not to bring a dog in here while we are eating?" 
"People need to understand that I need her sight," Turnage said. 
Trips to the grocery store are also a hassle for Turnage and Renessa. Many times store managers do not believe that Renessa is really a seeing-eye dog. Turnage said people have been passing off their pets as service dogs. Those dogs tear up the produce section of the grocery store, which angers the store managers. 
"When an actual service dog comes in, the owner gets chewed out," Turnage said. 
The Americans with Disabilities Act states that a person with a disability is allowed to take a service animal with him wherever it is needed. Turnage must carry identification papers with her at all times to prove that Renessa is a service dog. She said most managers do not realize that you must have an I.D. for service dogs. Thus, it's easy for people to pass off regular dogs as service dogs. 
Her problems don't end there. 
At a mall, a security guard once stopped Turnage and wanted to know why Renessa wasn't wearing a vest. Turnage then had to explain that signal dogs wear vests while seeing-eye dogs wear a harness. She showed the guard Renessa's I.D. to prove that Renessa really is a seeing-eye dog. 
"If people are suspicious they can ask; I have the I.D. to prove it," Turnage said. "All they have to do is ask for it." 
Turnage also said crowds clear to the opposite side from her when she is at the mall with Renessa. "I got the whole right side to myself," she said with a laugh. 
Turnage is unsure exactly why people clear away from her and Renessa, but she thinks perhaps it is because they are afraid of Renessa. It would not be the first time people have thought she is an attack dog. 
Turnage went to the Recreation Center once for a job fair. Two women approached her, wanting to know what kind of dog Renessa was. She proceeded to explain that she is a Labrador retriever and golden retriever mix, as well as a seeing eye dog. Turnage then realized the women really wanted to know if Renessa was an attack dog. It turned out they were afraid Renessa would harm the children present. 
"She doesn't even bark, no less bite," said Turnage. 
Life with Renessa 
Renessa was born Sept. 25, 1998. In July of last year, Turnage got her from the Seeing Eye in New Jersey, after Renessa had been through six months of training. 
Renessa is the first service dog Turnage has had. She wanted one before but was talked out of it because her friends and family believed the dogs weren't trained well. 
Over the years, Turnage got tired of people snickering behind her back and not helping her. 
She recalled being in her high school library and dropping her pencil. There were three students behind her laughing as she tried to find the pencil to pick it up. She couldn't control her anger, and she turned to them and yelled, "Listen, you know I can't see, why don't you help me?" 
Turnage thinks those students learned a lesson that day. 
She finally decided it was time to get a dog after her husband, who is also blind, ran her into a speed limit sign when they were walking. 
So, she contacted the Seeing Eye, went to New Jersey, trained for 28 days and came home with Renessa. She had hoped for a German shepherd, but since she has a 3-year-old daughter, service dog trainers at the Seeing Eye advised she get a more relaxed, less protective dog. 
Now that she has Renessa, Turnage cannot imagine life without her. "She is a separate individual, but she is part of me. Without her I can't get anywhere." 
When Turnage has to catch the bus to go to work, she has to walk through a maze of road construction. While Turnage has to give commands to Renessa such as forward, right and left, the dog always gets her to each destination safely. 
"She is emotional help," said Turnage. "She gives me courage to do things I wouldn't normally do." 
Turnage has also noticed people do not stare at her as much because their attention is focused on Renessa. 
Renessa goes to work with Turnage as well. Turnage works in the Radio Grill at Wal-Mart, but Renessa stays in a crate in the main office. Her dog is not allowed to be around the food, as Turnage does have certain limitations that she must abide by. 
Renessa will not always work as a seeing-eye dog. After 10 years of service, she will be retired, and Turnage will have to get another dog. Seeing-eye dogs are retired because they become more concerned with themselves as they age. Older dogs are not as alert and tend to place the blind in more dangerous situations. They would rather the blind get hurt than themselves. 
Turnage is not looking forward to the day that Renessa goes into retirement. "They become a part of you, when you lose them, it is hard to get a second dog." 
When the dogs are retired, they are put into an adoption program through Seeing Eye. Turnage's brother-in-law, Jamie, is planning to adopt Renessa when the time comes. 
Turnage said she would like to keep Renessa, but she cannot have two seeing-eye dogs because it would cause confusion and rivalry between the dogs. 
Signal dogs 
Service dogs are also available to assist the hearing impaired. These dogs are referred to as hearing dogs or signal dogs. There is one deaf person living in Wilson with a signal dog, but the person didn't not want to be interviewed for this story. 
While seeing-eye dogs guide the visually impaired, signal dogs alert the hearing impaired to household sounds that are important for everyday safety and independence, according to the Dogs for the Deaf Web site. 
Crystal Bruton of Kenly is a local puppy raiser for Canine Companions for Independence, an organization that trains dogs for the hearing impaired. She raises border collies. 
Dogs are instructed to physically contact their owner and lead him to the source of the sound. For example, the puppies are trained to run back and forth from the ringing phone to its deaf owner to let him know the phone is ringing. 
"It's a back and forth almost obsessive behavior," Bruton said. 
The dogs are also taught to respond to crying babies, doorbells, alarm clocks, oven buzzers and people's voices. 
"If someone walks up behind them, there is something that they use to alert the fact that something else is there," Bruton said. 
Usually, hearing dogs are mixed breeds from animal shelters and are small to medium in size. Before they are trained formally in audio response, the dogs are trained and socialized by volunteer puppy raisers. Hearing dogs wear an orange collar and leash or vest. 
In order to get a signal dog, the applicant must be at least 10 years old and have a hearing problem. There is a one-year waiting period for a person to receive a dog. The type of signal dog the applicant receives is based on that person's lifestyle, personality, special needs, environment and temperament. 
A trainer spends two to five days developing the dog and deaf person as a team. They are also taught how to continue obedience training to ensure a productive working relationship.
