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In the course of our TTouch work, we sometimes encounter 
animals who have suffered various forms of neglect, abuse, or 
violence, often at the hands of humans.  It is difficult not to be 
overwhelmed or angered by these sad stories, but important to 
focus on the animal before us in the present moment.  Our in-
tention when working with these animals is to help them move 
beyond the limitations of their past experiences to reach their 
full potential.   Two very special dogs that I had the honor of 
working with recently illustrate how TTouch can foster the 
transformation from living in a state of fear to feeling safe in 
the world. 
 
ALF   (Photo Credits of Alf: Debbi Lang, Joyce Gibb) 
 
Alf was one of several Pit Bulls rescued from the horrors of the 
Michael Vick dog-fighting kennel.  I will spare you the gory 
details, as the story was widely reported.  Initially placed in the 
care of the Richmond Animal League, Alf eventually moved to 
a loving foster home in Oklahoma with Molly Gibb.  Molly, a 
Feldenkrais Practitioner who had previously attended one of my 
TTouch workshops, asked me to assist with Alf’s recovery.   

 
 

Photo 1: When Molly and Alf arrived at my place for their first 
visit, Alf cowered on the floor of the car and would not get out.  
No amount of coaxing or offer of yummy treats worked, as Alf 
just would not budge!   Of course, we could have pulled him or 
lifted him out of the car, but that would have defeated the goal 
of giving Alf some choice and earning his trust.   
 
While very fearful of people, Molly told me that Alf was typi-
cally more interested in other dogs.  Indie (my very neutral dog) 
came to the rescue!  It took a few minutes of walking back and 
forth in front of the open door, but eventually Alf tentatively 
stepped out of the car to join us.  
 

Photo 2: With my best intentions to remain neutral, I have to 
admit it was emotional to see Alf for the first time.   His ex-
treme fearfulness was reflected in his posture…contracted, tail 
tightly tucked, legs tense, and so out of balance that he looked 
unstable.  At the slightest sound, he startled and flattened him-
self to the ground.  Molly called this “pancaking.”   
 
As you can imagine, Alf was not keen on being touched by a 
stranger and I had to do everything I could to make myself less 
threatening.  Lowering my posture, being aware of and re-
sponding to his calming signals, and using treats all helped.  
Introducing Alf to the body wrap was a first step to reduce his 
bracing pattern and sensitivity at being touched.    The initial 
TTouch sessions were brief, and I allowed Alf to move away as 
needed.   Again, giving him some choice seemed to lessen his 
fear and eventually he started to approach me, staying close to 
be touched for longer periods of time.   
 
Throughout our sessions, the goal was to introduce Alf to sev-
eral new sensory experiences in a safe environment, allowing 
him to gain confidence.  In the photo sequence below, you can 
see how difficult it was initially for him to walk on different 
surfaces and textures. 

 
Photo 3: We ad-
dressed Alf’s lack 
of balance and 
sometimes awk-
ward movements 
using the TTouch 
Confidence 
Course.  Walking 
across boards, up 
and down ramps, 

TTouch Transformations:  
From Fear to Feeling Safe in the World   

By Kathy Cascade 
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stepping through ladders and completing the labyrinth helped 
him to organize his body more efficiently.  An important step 
was to have Molly change the connection of the leash from his 
collar/neck, to a harness.  Since Alf would startle and suddenly 
move away at any time, constriction around his neck only 

heightened his fear 
and anxiety.   
 
Photo 7 & 8:  The 
harness also allowed 
us to use the leash 
with two points of 
contact, giving us 
more influence to 
bring Alf into bal-
ance.  As his balance 
improved, so did his 

confidence and ability 
to stay focused.   
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
Introducing new people and other animals in the context of the 
TTouch Confidence Course was also part of the process.  While 
Alf was not the least bit aggressive towards other dogs, he often 
was over exuberant, pulled on the leash, and defaulted to 
“fooling around” as a coping mechanism.  By far the most sig-
nificant change occurred with Alf when we introduced him to 
Gabriel, my Icelandic horse.  Using the horse was a way to 
change the context of the exercise.  At first Alf was overly ex-
cited, but soon responded to Gabriel’s calming signals and 

demonstrated an 
improved level of 
self-control.  
 
Photo 9 & 10:  
Interestingly, when 
we had previously 
introduced the wand 
to Alf, he was quite 
concerned and 
moved away when 
we attempted to 

stroke him.  When 
he again saw the 
wand while we 
worked with 
Gabriel, he had no 
fear of it and in fact 
started playing with 
it! 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Following several private sessions at my place over the course 
of a few months, Molly brought Alf to a weekend workshop I 
taught in Oklahoma City.  Alf handled the situation beautifully!  
Witnessing Alf’s newfound confidence and ability to cope with 
so many different people in an unfamiliar environment was a 
profound moment for both Molly and me.   
 
Danny (Photo Credits of Danny: Lynda Coote, Becky Beaton) 
 
Danny, a resilient little Cairn Terrier, was rescued from a 
“commercial breeding facility” (we call them puppy mills) by a 
remarkable and dedicated organization known as Colonel Potter 
Cairn Rescue Network  (www.cairnrescue.com).  In bad shape 
physically, he underwent surgery on his ear to save his hearing 
and eventually had to have all of his rotten teeth extracted.  
Through the efforts of several volunteers who transported him 
from New York to a foster home in Vancouver, B.C. he eventu-
ally found a permanent home with Iona Turner.  (Whew)!    
 

Photo 4: Using 
food to help him 
walk over different 
surfaces. 

 

 

 

 

Photo 5:  His tail is 
tucked but he 
manages to walk 
from one surface 
to another. 

 

 

 

 

Photo 6:  Coming 
back over the sur-
faces. 
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I met Danny and Iona at the week long TTouch Practitioner 
course in Gibsons, B.C. this past October.  Iona shared this 
story with us about Danny.   “When Danny first came to live 
with us in December 2007, the farthest he would walk was 
across the street and two houses down.  Then he would stop, 
turn around and stare back at the house.  He was just too afraid 
to go any further from his safe place”.   
 
Watching Danny’s gait and movement reminded me of a wind 
up toy robot!  The little guy was extremely stiff and unable to 
flex through his hips and knees.  When on leash, he frequently 
froze and braced against even the slightest pressure.  He also 
had a tendency to growl if someone approached him too 
quickly or surprised him.  This presented a problem for Iona, as 

often strangers seeing a “cute little dog” would come up unin-
vited to reach out and pet Danny.  Other dogs coming too close 
to Danny would also illicit growling.   
 
 Photo 11:  Using a similar approach as described previously 

with Alf, we started with a 
body wrap and short TTouch 
sessions.  Gradually, Danny 

began to relax when being touched and his growling dimin-
ished.    
 
 
 

Photos 12 & 13:  Danny’s ears were particularly sensitive, and 
we found the sheepskin to be very helpful.  He also responded 
quite well to hair slides.  Of course, we did a lot of focused 
work around his hips, back end, and tail to decrease tension and 
improve his mobility.  
Throughout the week, we had several groundwork sessions 
outside in a large yard.   The combination of the larger space 
and other dogs nearby was very challenging for Danny and he 
frequently froze.  Any amount of pressure on the leash caused 
him to brace that much more.  Thank goodness Danny was in-
terested in treats, as this extra motivation did help to get him 

moving again!  As both 
Danny’s confidence and 
Iona’s leash handling skills 
improved, Danny was able 
to successfully complete 
the groundwork without 
getting stuck.  He also 
stopped growling at nearby 
dogs. 
 
Photo 14:  Groundwork 
helped boost his confi-
dence. 
 
 
While we only had a week 
to work with Danny, his 
transformation was no less 
remarkable.    Here is how 

Maureen Bodie, another student in the class also involved with 
Colonel Potter Cairn Rescue Network described the changes 
she saw in Danny:   
 
“It was so gratifying seeing him relax with TTouch, and learn 
that strangers with kind hands and loving intent can be trusted 
to bring comfort and relaxation. With his light wheaten coat, it 
was really interesting watching those dark brown eyes pause 
and think about what he was feeling and what he was being 
asked to do next, and consider the world with more trust and 

openness as the week progressed.”  
 

As I reflect on the transformation I 
witnessed in both Alf and Danny over the course of the TTouch 
sessions, the most rewarding was seeing the light come back 
into their eyes. 
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Aggression in dogs seems to be an increasingly common prob-
lem. Whilst it is not always possible to determine the root of the 
problem, fear and pain in the body are the common denomina-
tors in the majority of cases that I see.  This applies to aggres-
sion towards both people and dogs. 
 
I have worked with a range of dogs with fear related issues and 
unfortunately they include puppies as well as older dogs.  
Rough handling, inappropriate games, inconsistency, noise sen-
sitivity, and aversive training techniques are just some of the 
reasons that puppies can become de-
fensive around humans.   
 
The puppy that will always stand out 
in my mind is Denzil, a Rottweiler 
that found his way to Battersea Dogs 
and Cats Home at ten weeks of age.  
He could not be touched anywhere on 
his body, and was so stressed he 
would fly at peoples hands, arms, legs, 
feet and faces growling and snapping 
at every opportunity. He pinned other 
dogs he came into contact with and 
when contained would throw himself 
to the floor with his lips and gums 
going blue in colour. It was very dis-
tressing to see and I did wonder 
whether this poor little mite had any 
future at all.   
 
I brought him back to Tilley Farm where 
TTouch body work and ground work 
combined perfectly with clicker training. 
Denzil learnt how to engage with dogs in 
an appropriate way, worked with our top 
Practitioners Marie Miller and Maria 
Johnston and has matured into a spec-
tacular, gentle giant of a dog who lives 
with another dog, two cats and an assort-
ment of rehabilitating wildlife that he 
baby sits on a regular basis.  When a 
young ducking fell out of the box that it 
was living in Denzil picked it up and 
placed it carefully in a nearby bucket.  
He could not put it back in the box as the 
lid had shut firmly behind the escapee.  
 
The mature dog that will always stand out in my mind has to be 
Nemo. A large, mature, entire guarding breed. The first four 
years of this dog’s life are a little unclear but Nemo’s owner 
knows that the dog was trained with aversive techniques and 

handled by someone who believed that they had to assert their 
power over the dog in order to get the dog to toe the line. 
 
He had been in his new home for a few months when the attack 
occurred. His new owner asked the dog to move out of the way, 
and the dog went for him.  Nemo dragged his owner around the 
garden by his arm for several minutes, then got him on the floor 
and went in for the leg.  The owner remembers the noise of the 
teeth sinking into his flesh and he is scarred for life. It took an-
other person to get the dog off his owner and had the owner not 
been hospitalized for a couple of days the dog would have been 

destroyed that afternoon. 
 
I was asked if I was prepared to work 
with Nemo and I have to confess that I 
did not exactly leap at the chance to 
take him on as a client.  I reluctantly 
agreed to look at the dog to see if 
there was anything I could see in the 
posture of the dog that might give the 
owner some clue as to how he could 
maybe, just maybe, start to rebuild a 
relationship with Nemo.  I knew what 
he would look like before I ever laid 
eyes on this dog.  Dogs with a bite 
history are usually tight in the back, 
stiff and choppy in the gait, fixed in 
the neck, hard eyed, and aloof.  There 
are other patterns to look for in the 
coat texture, body temperature and 

colour of the gums, eyes and skin 
and all these observations have 
served me well in my fourteen years 
of working with animals and kept me 
safe.   
 
Tension in the lower back triggers 
the flight/reflex and dogs that dislike 
being touched or approached by peo-
ple and/or dogs are often carrying 
tension through the lumbar area and 
hindquarters. They may have hip 
problems or be dropped in the pelvis.  
If the owner is happy to handle their 
dog I ask them to feel for hot spots 
on the top of the head and the middle 
of the back. These are often present 

in dogs that will bite when alternative behaviours are unavail-
able to them either because they are on a lead, feel threatened 
and have no means of escape or their early warning signals are 
being ignored or misunderstood.  

Is TTouch of value for aggression? 
By Sarah Fisher 

Photo: Denzil as a puppy, notice the tension around 
his eyes and ears and the look that the tension cre-
ates in his eyes. He was very reactive to people and 
other dogs.               Photo by: F.D. Vargen 

Photo: Denzil with his permanent person, well-
socialized with people and other animals. 

Photo by Bob Atkins 
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Nemo was a classic, classic case. He couldn’t bear contact on 
any part of his body but the work that would transform his life 
began the day he first set foot on Tilley Farm.   
 
TTouch can be a life saver for dogs with these issues.  The 
work is so gentle and respectful and the education is not limited 
to the dog.  The owner learns how to approach their dog and to 
handle him in a more appropriate way, to understand his body 
language and to recognise early signs of stress.  The ground 
work exercises can be an invaluable start for dogs that cannot 
tolerate body contact.  The sessions are kept short with plenty 
of variety in the way we interact with these dogs so that they 
remain calm and as free of stress as possible.  We work well 
below the threshold and use every tool at our disposal to help 
the dogs develop confidence and self control. The work starts in 
an environment where the animal feels safe and the owner 
learns skills that can be taken into day to day life and a variety 
of situations. 
 
Nemo has become one of my all time favourite clients.  He is a 
puppy in a four year old body.  His eyes are soft, his tail now 
wags and his owner can do anything he wants with this dog, 
such is the level of the trust and communication between them.  
His coat is just glorious and his movement alive and more bal-
anced. The understanding that the owner has for this dog is in-
credible.  When he first came to me he told me his dog was 
dominant.  Now he can see that his dog is desperately insecure. 
I can touch Nemo all over his body, his eyes are bright and his 
future secure.  He is meeting new acquaintances and making 
new friends.  I adore him. 
 
The principles of TTouch are the same whether we are working 
with a dog that is fearful and reactive towards people or other 
dogs.  We will vary the work to suit the individual needs of the 
dog and take things one simple step at a time.  Sometimes a 
body work session is all that it takes to liberate the dog from his 
concerns and enable him to enjoy the company of others; some-
times the sessions may start with or include the groundwork 
too. It just depends on the dog.   
 
The dog reactive dog that I think of most often when lecturing 
and teaching is Scrumpy.  A Border Terrier with an unpleasant 
penchant for throats.  She had already felled the village Pug, 
two Labradors and an assortment of others and came to visit the 
farm on our Practitioner Training Programme whilst holidaying 
in the area.  She was the type of dog that worries me the most. 
Silent and with a focus that would rival an exocet missile.  Her 
posture would change the moment she saw a dog. Even if that 
dog were three fields away.  She would lower her body, extend 
her neck and take her body weight forward over her fore quar-
ters.  
 
The groundwork showed Scrumpy an alternative way of mov-
ing when in the company of our big fake dog that we use when 
starting the rehabilitation process.  Working over poles softened 

her top line, and began to shift her focus; a little.  I used the 
clicker to mark any softening in her posture, and used my hands 
to work on her body to give her a new experience of well being 
when in the company of what she assumed was another dog.  
Did Robyn and I end the session with Scrumpy wanting to play 
with the Stuffie (as opposed to a Staffie!)? Far from it. But here 
perhaps is where the magic of TTouch lies.  I had spotted some 
nice changes, not many, but enough for me to suggest that 
Scrumpy come back to the farm the following day.   
 
The next morning I thought I might bring her into the training 
barn for a few moments so that she could sit in the company of 
the real dogs participating in the clinic.  At first she was reluc-
tant to enter the room.  Then slowly became braver and sat by 
the door.  I had thought I would probably be there for a few 
moments but Scrumpy had other plans.  She braced momentar-
ily when she saw the other dogs, but Ear Slides and more body-
work kept her calm. She spent the morning lying quietly watch-
ing other dogs move around and the participants thought I had 
actually brought in a different dog as they could not believe the 
change that had happened overnight.  
 
We went out to the arena and dogs moved in figures of eight 
around her as she walked through the labyrinth and over the 
poles.  Her owner could not believe what she was seeing.  And 
the great thing about TTouch is that its effect on the nervous 
system enables the dog to take that experience with them when 
they leave the farm.  Scrumpy stayed in Bath for a week on her 
holiday and walks were pleasant and calm regardless of the size 
or shape of the canine residents that Scrumpy met when trotting 
through the park. 
 
I do use the clicker as I have mentioned when working with 
reactive dogs but am clear to mark the changes in the body pos-
ture, any sign of relaxation, a turn of the head, a softening of 
the ears perhaps rather than simply using it as a lure to get the 
dog to focus on the handler instead of the dog/person that is 
causing concern.  Could I work without the clicker? Perhaps. 
Could I work without TTouch? Absolutely not.  TTouch 
teaches the dog to respond rather than simply react. The owner 
learns, as does the dog. Without a doubt TTouch is the ultimate 
forward thinking approach to handling, training and rehabilita-
tion.   
 

Editor’s note:  Sarah Fisher is a TTouch Instructor for Horses 
and Companion Animals.  Besides her TTouch experience she 
has extensive knowledge of Chinese Medicine and Aromather-
apy.  She owns Tilley Farm near Bath, England and lives nearby 
with her husband and two daughters.   

    Sarah has helped many reactive dogs overcome their issues 
and become good citizens and family members. 

    Sarah has written 3 books and numerous articles about 
TTouch. 
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