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Dedication 

 

 

Made in honor of the selfless contribution of service dogs. Dedicated to all people 

who suffer from mental health illnesses and to all animals who help people fight against 

their inner trauma. 
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Abstract 

 

 

At Your Service Project 

 

The At Your Service, is a multimedia project that aims to explore the bond 

between human beings and service dogs. This project is comprised of ten service dogs 

and seven handlers photographed in studio. Each of the handler suffers from different 

mental health illnesses, and their service dogs help ease the pain. The purpose of this 

project is to show that service dogs are heroes that everyone should look up to. 

This project also documents the story between Claire Nakazawa and her service 

dog Percie. Nakazawa has suffered from panic disorder since a young age. After having 

Percie for two years, it completely changed Nakazawa’s life. 

Through a series of portraits of handlers and services dogs in combination with 

audio-interviews and report, the project comes together on the website 

www.wenxuan-wu.com/portfolios/atyourservice, where audiences can explore each 
 

handler’s story to know the connection to their service dogs and how they help them to be 

more complete individuals. 

http://www.wenxuan-wu.com/portfolios/atyourservice
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Chapter One: What makes it a true Service Dog 

 
 

About 30 miles from Washington D.C, sits a white wooden house. "Premier Dog 

Training and Boarding," it says on the plaque. 

The sounds of melodious country music and a few dogs barking come from the 

 

house. 

 

"Cas, help." 

"Good boy!" 

Claire Nakazawa, 21, wears black leggings fully covered with dog hair, is training 

Cas, a service dog in the training room. Cas is a Labrador who is 4 months old now. 

Nakazawa has trained service dogs for over five years. Besides being a service 

dog trainer, she also has a service dog for her severe mental health illness. 

According to Assistance Dogs International, Inc, the latest number of service dogs 

placed in the U.S. is around 7,733 in 2018. It has been proven that service dogs help 

people with disabilities and mental health issues to get better lives. 

A study published by Purdue University shows that individuals teamed with a 

service dog show significantly lower levels of post-traumatic stress and depression. 

Yet service dogs benefit people's lives in many ways. There is no regulation to 

register a service dog, causing people taking advantage of real service dogs; however, 

prolonged and challenging training is required for real services dogs. 

There has been a significant debate on whether service dogs and their trainers 

deserve exclusive rights that other pets do not receive, such as entering business places, 

flying on airplanes, and have all the same rights and access of any other person. 
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"There is no registration in the United States. All the registry is provided by 

private organizations that the information does not go into the federal system. The lack of 

regulation is sad," Nakazawa said. "Even though the registry takes money from you, but 

it means nothing." 

Nakazawa has a unique opinion towards the registry of service dogs. On the one 

hand, she agrees with the regulation of service dogs which could prevent “fake” service 

animals taking advantage of service dogs. On the other hand, she worries that such 

regulation would also extend the period of people getting a service dog. The only way to 

let people know what is a real service dog is to show people what a service dog can do. 

At the age of 6, Nakazawa developed both a panic disorder and depression, things 

got worse when she grew older. By the time she was in high school, she could only be 

alone. 

Before she met her service dog, Percie, life was exceedingly difficult. Because of 

the mental illness, Nakazawa could not explore independence like everyone else does. 

She did not really have the ability to go out and explore her adolescence 

"I didn’t even leave the house," Nakazawa said. "It was terrible." 

Once by chance, she read an article online that talks about service dogs can help 

people who have PTSD and those who have psychiatric disabilities. She did some 

research and thought a service dog could be beneficial for her. After talking to the doctor, 

she took a chance on the service dog. 

"Percie was the beginning of something much more magical that I could have 

ever anticipated," Nakazawa said. 
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What Percie did and the experience on this medical crisis let Nakazawa know that 

service dogs save lives, so she decided to be a service dog trainer for a greater good. 

“The thing that got me back to feeling normal and feeling capable was training 

dogs,” Nakazawa said. 

Training a service dog is hard and requires time and patience. It usually takes 18 

months to two years to train a service dog. To become a qualified service dog, service 

dogs need to go through both behavior and task training. 

Service dogs training begins with choosing the right breed of the dog. In most 

cases, trainers will choose to work with breeds that have done service previously. "We 

like to choose breeders who have produced dogs that have done service dogs before," 

Nakazawa said. 

Service dog training is also driven by the demand of the applicants. There are 

many types of service dogs, and some even have multiple purposes. A service dog's 

purposes could be: to guide the blind; to assist deaf or hearing impaired persons; to aid 

mobility assistance for wheelchair-bound persons or those with mobility limitations; to 

alert seizure response to protect and help persons with seizure disorders when a seizure 

occurs; to _diabetes assistance to detect blood sugar highs and lows by scent. Mental 

health service dogs or psychiatric service dogs are task-trained to assist people who have 

PTSD, panic disorders, anxiety disorders, major depression, autism spectrum disorders, 

and much more. 

After the trainer choosing the right breed of the dog, it goes to the puppy raiser. 

 

Puppy raisers are usually volunteers who raise the puppy for a year and a half to do 

regular training and then send off to formal training. 
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The most crucial thing about service dog training is basic obedience and 

socialization. It makes sure the dogs know how to behave when they are on and off duty. 

"We use 'leave it’ or ‘take it' as a universal command," Nakazawa said. "Leave it" 

and "take it" are the general commands given by the handler indicating that things the 

dog can do or cannot do. The goal of behavior training is to have the dog obey orders 

from the handler. 

There are situations that may distract dogs such as when their attention is drawn 

 

to things they are curious about. "When the dog is hard to focus, we use electronic collars, 

which is a small instrument that provides tension on dogs' neck. 

Typically, at the early training sessions, service dogs want to play with other dogs 

with vests or jump on people. Service dogs need to be trained to ignore distractions and 

to stay with their handlers. It is also a matter of safety. If a service dog gets attacked by 

another service dog, it could psychologically affect it, leading to permanent injury and 

disqualification as a service dog. 

As a result, trainers use electric collars to keep the focus. Trainers also combine 

linguistic signals with the electronic caller to make sure service dogs get used to the 

command. 

"When you want to transfer from pointing down to just saying 'down,' you can 

begin with 'down' and pointing down at the beginning. Then change pointing down to 

another gesture like raising your arm with saying 'down.' In the end, people can say 

'down,' the dog will get used to it," Nakazawa said. 
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Service dogs also go through rigorous task training before they can match up with 

a handler. "Real service dogs do not bark or jump on people. They are trained to do tasks, 

not to cause problems," Nakazawa said. 

The training usually happens in public facilities. Each session is about 20 minutes 

long to make sure dogs are not tired. Service dogs should know what to do in public. 

Recently, Nakazawa has been training Cas, the young Labrador in a local store. Cas 

wears a blue vest saying, "Service dog in training." He is excited about people and all 

kinds of merchandise. 

"I am going to teach him how to perform in this situation," Nakazawa said. 

 

Nakazawa uses a special harness to give Cas orders. The harness is the signal to 

the service dog that he is “on duty.” When Nakazawa asks to go forward, Cas will lead 

her to the crowd. 

Nakazawa then leads Cas to a Starbucks inside the Target. On her way, she keeps 

saying "heel" to Cas. "Heel" means service dogs should always stay or walk close by the 

handler. 

When Nakazawa sits in the Starbucks, Cas stays underneath the table where 

Nakazawa sits. "Service dogs should stay out of the way when their handlers sit," she 

said. 

When service dogs cannot perform the command, trainers usually repeat the task 

until dogs get the command. Cas is only eight months old, and he does not know how to 

lead people up or down the stairs, so Nakazawa uses treats and electric callers to teach 

Cas again and again until he learns how to do it. This is called "step drills." 
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Nakazawa primarily focuses on training medical assistance service dogs for 

people who have psychiatric or non-visible disabilities. One of the most vital things she 

trains is for the dogs to respond to a medical episode through a series of steps. 

For example, if somebody has post-traumatic stress disorder and experiences 

flashbacks and panic attacks. The dog is trained to pick up on cues from the handler and 

provide pressure on the handler's chest or legs. "This pressure task is not the only thing 

that we train, but it is one of the most helpful," Nakazawa said. 

The pressure task training theory is provided by Temple Grandin, an animal 

scientist at Colorado State University. The theory is that when someone is having 

difficulty and is overwhelmed, providing a lot of heavy pressure triggers a soothing of the 

nervous system and allows the heart rate to come down and calm the person. "The dog is 

actively doing something to help the person versus the dog that just exists to be next to 

the person," Nakazawa said. 

As Cas receives the prompt, he immediately lays his paws on Nakazawa in order 

to give her pressure. This is mimicking the response to a panic disorder in a handler. 

Getting a service dog also requires tedious work. According to Nakazawa, the 

average fee for getting a service dog is about $10,000 to $25,000. When applicants 

contact the program saying they need a service dog, the program will give them an 

application to scan for their needs and compatibility of the dogs. "We want to make sure 

we are comfortable working with clients, and we can train the dog for them," Nakazawa 

said. 

The application begins with filling out a form, presenting letters from their doctor, 

employer, and housing. Applicants are then interviewed to evaluate the need for a service 
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dog. "We do not take anybody who shows up. We are pretty careful because we only 

train a certain number of dogs each year," Nakazawa said. 

The training and application processes ensure the qualification of real service 

dogs. They know how to perform on and off duty, and merit access to situations normally 

off-limits to animals. 

Walking on E Street in Washington, D.C. Nakazawa talks about her days before 

Percie. " I barely talked to anybody, not even go to D.C," She said. 

When Nakazawa was in her senior year of high school, each student needed to 

climb a ladder to the top of a turret in her school. She looked into Percie's eyes and asked, 

"Do you want to do it?" Then they climbed to the top of the turret together. 

“The most remarkable thing to me about that was the entire time she was looking 

over at me like ‘I don’t really care what we’re doing, but as long as we’re doing it 

together, I’m fine’,” Nakazawa said. 

Having a service dog certainly changed Nakazawa's life. She cannot imagine her 

life without Percie. 

"The Claire you are talking to right now, was not this way six years ago," she 

 

said. 

 

"Why do you keep training service dogs?" I asked. 

 

"Having Percie makes a difference in my life, and I want to make a difference to 

people who need service dogs," she said. 

Claire continues her training session of Cas at Target. "After I met her, she healed 

me," she said referring to her own dog, Percie. "And I hope one day there will be 

regulation of service dogs, and people will understand what real services dogs are." 



8  

Chapter Two 

Visual Review 

 
 

In recent years, raising pets has become a new routine for Chinese people, and all 

kinds of pictures and videos of cats and dogs have been trending on social media. Pets are 

becoming a vital part of life for many, however, the interactions between humans and 

animals can be problematic. Several recent works show how photographers and other 

artists have captured this tension. 

In 2017, an artist from China called Weiyi Li published her documentary film 

called “Return to the Wolves.” The film took her seven years to make and depicts the 

story of her trip to Zoige grasslands, in the north-west of China’s Sichuan Province, and 

finding a baby wolf orphaned when local nomad killed its parents. She disregarded her 

husband’s advice against taking the wolf back to the city, but she still took the wolf with 

her to city and took the wolf with her to their urban apartment. The film culminates with 

her decision to take the young wolf back the grassland where he belongs. 

This is a documentary meant to play with emotions, happiness, tears, obstacles, 

encouragement, separation and reunion. At the end of the film, Li leaves the wolf to live 

with his own species, her goal all along. The film is roughly made, but the story well 

developed, and the relationship between the wolf and Li is well delivered. The film owes 

its success to two strong characters, Li and the wolf. When Li first meets the wolf, and 

holds the little wolf in her arms, you share her joy. When Li first takes the wolf back to 

the grass land, and witness the wolf attacked by the alpha make you sense her worry 

through the apprehension on her face. When the wolf is finally accepted by the pack, 

walking, running, roaring on the grassland, you can feel relief through Li’s tears. 
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Beyond the strong bond between the wolf and Li, there is another point which is 

important to the film. Li is sitting on the ground looking to the beautiful sunset on the 

grassland with the wolf sitting right next to her. They are quiet, speechless, just enjoying 

the sunset. The videographer uses a wide shot of Li and the wolf to express the loneliness 

and odd strangeness of a wolf who has lived with a human instead of its own species. A 

swirl of conflicting emotions is provoked and mixed together to make this documentary 

emotionally powerful. 

The documentary, “Kedi,” released in 2017, explores how animals live with 

humans. This film focusses on cats in the urban Istanbul environment. In China, most of 

the stray animals are captured by animal control. As a result, you can barely see any stray 

animals on the street. In Istanbul people choose to raise and live with cats on the streets. 

“Kedi,” shows cats everywhere in the city; And people love them. The director, Ceyda 

Torun, uses the perspectives of seven different stray cats, and the multiple characters who 

love feeding stray cats, to tell the story of this cat city. Cats are no longer pets to people, 

nor they are homeless, they are free, and they have connections with people. 

“Kedi” shows an unusual but effective way to make a documentary about animals, 

by letting the animals themselves lead the story, and then take the viewers to different 

human characters related to them. Initially, the director of “Kedi,” was to wait for each 

cat on the street, but Torun found it is hard to wait for a particular cat she wanted. She 

switched tactics and started to follow different cats every day and let them lead to the 

characters who have stories with cats. 

“Kedi” begins with bright music and a wide shot of Istanbul. Then it pushes in, 

and you can see tens of thousands of cats on the street. Later, the film follows a fat to the 
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first character who is also the owner of this orange cat. In this way the cats lead us to new 

human character in this documentary. Another point in this documentary is that every 

single shot of a cat walking, eating, sleeping, and running is shot from a low angle which 

is the same height as a cat. Torun tries to keep the camera at the same level with the cats, 

which makes you feel like these cats are actually standing in front of you. When Torun 

meets an old guy caring for an injured cat, she immediately changes to a medium shot 

leaving only the old man’s hand and the injured kitten in the frame and evoking 

sympathy for the old man. 

Several works depict actual stray animals on the street. Photographs of stray 

animals are a way to elicit sympathy and empathy. People who see these stray animals 

are more willing to understand their stories and help them. It is not just about the stray 

animals in the shelter but also the stray animals on the street. National Geographic 

published a photo essay in 2018 from Territorio de Zaguates, also known as “Land of the 

Strays,” in Costa Rica. People there have established a shelter for more than 970 dogs, 

and more importantly, it is a non-kill dog shelter. Photographer Dan Giannopoulos 

photographed the living situation of the dogs there (see Figure 1). In these photos, 

Giannopoulos mostly uses wide shots to show the huge number of dogs. They are 

running excitedly across the hilltop, running across a large field, sitting with their walker 

during a rest break. There are also some close shots in this project, such as people giving 

baths to the dogs. The staff is using one hand holding the dog and another hand pouring 

the water on the dog. This shot is from a lower angle, so you can see the dog in the 

middle of the frame, and an arm across the frame, which creates a diagonal making the 

image more vivid. 
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Another article written by Ellyn Kail in 2019 shows multiple photos of stray 

animals in Sarajevo. These photos in the article were taken by photographer Adan 

Mahmutovic, and they are an important part of his life. Mahmutovic met a dog born on 

his street who later became his constant companion. In 2009, the government published a 

law making it illegal to euthanize stray dogs. As a result, Mahmutovic started to 

document stray animals on the street. Now there is estimated to be more than 12,500 

stray dogs in Sarajevo (See Figures 2-3). His photos reflect the hardship these dogs suffer; 

they also capture their resiliency and hopefulness. 

Most of the photographs in this story are taken on snowy days, and Mahmutovic 

uses wide shots of a single dog walking on an empty street to show the loneliness of these 

stray dogs. He even takes portraits of stray dogs in the snow and you can see snow falling 

on their fur, giving you the feeling that they are neglected. My favorite photograph in this 

project is of a black dog standing on the stairs of an underground tunnel, staring directly 

to the camera. The image is made in black and white, and all the diagonals of the stairs 

lead your eyes directly to the dog. This photograph shows the isolation of stray animals, 

and of course it gives the audience a warning that the stray dogs situation in Sarajevo is 

severe. 

“Stunning Photos Capture the Secret Lives of Stray Dogs” also reveals a serious 

stray dog’s problem in Mexico and Puerto Rico. Photographer Traer Scott wanted to 

bring changes to these stray dogs through her photography (See Figures 4-5). This project 

depicts the lives, deaths and rescues of stray dogs living in both rural and urban areas of 

Mexico and Puerto Rico. All the photographs are in black and white. Every single picture 

shows the pain they have been through. A wide shot of six dogs standing in the snow 
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with blurry people as the background shows that they have no place to go. A medium 

shot of a dog sitting in the snow shows its loneliness. Its pupil exudes its desire to find a 

home. Stray animals in Mexico and Puerto Rico faced abandonment, abuse, illness, 

hunger. They stand alone on the street, they stare at you in the waste yard, and you can 

see skin illness under their dirty fur. Scott’s project successfully assisted those strays and 

helped them finding a new home. 

Photographer Tianhang Zhang, from China Daily recently did a photo shoot on 

stray dogs. He worked with local animal shelters in Beijing, China, and photographed 

before and after images of stray dogs (See Figure 6). Each of the stray dogs is initially 

shown as untidy and dirty. However, after dressing up, these strays start wearing glasses 

and bow ties, and Zhang captures the most adorable moments of these strays. They do not 

look like strays anymore. 

Two recent documentaries show that in some scenes staccato movements in and 

out of the frame give the whole film a visual snap. In 2015, HBO Documentary Films 

released a documentary about women struggling earn their rights in Pakistan called “A 

Girl in the River: The Price of Forgiveness.” The film tells the story of a girl who 

survived an attempted honor killing and how she will live with that. The beginning of 

the film is very intense, with Saba is lying on the operating table surrounded by nurses 

and doctors. This frame is trying to show that something terrible happened to this girl, 

and it makes you wonder what happened to her. 

In the documentary “A Girl in the River: The Price of Forgiveness,” Saba’s father 

tried to murder her during the night, but there was no way to represent the scene of the 

crime. As a result, the director interviewed Saba and let her talk about how the attempted 
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murder happened, then the videographer used a dark and shaky shot to represent how the 

attempted murder happened. With Saba’s voiceover, the audience can feel the fear and 

anger brought one by that attempted murder. To show one thing that happened in the past, 

where there is no way to make it happen again, you can use archival footage, painting, 

animation or anything creative to represent it. 

The other documentary “The White Helmets” uses the very same technique to 

lead the story. This technique draws in audiences’ attention right away and make a 

long-lasting impression. “The White Helmets” tells the story of volunteers who wearing 

white helmets and devote themselves to helping the injured in Syria. Half of the movie is 

made of unsteady shots. The beginning of the film starts with the white helmets running 

in the dust and ruins saving people and at the same time, the bomb still raining fire from 

the sky. At the end of the movie, these white helmets received a new mission, and they 

are running to another rescue site. None of the shot of the beginning and the ending is 

stable. 

In projects dealing with animals, people often encounter the problem of animals 

running fast or being too active to film. By using the unsteady shot technique discussed 

above one can show the motion, and how people interact with their pets or how dog 

trainers train dogs, which can make the whole shot more vivid and give the audience the 

feeling that they are present with the people and the animals at that time. 

By capturing the moments between humans and their pets, I aim to explore why 

and how people feel relief and comfort when they see and pet their pets. By working 

creatively, and combining the ideas that are already there, my project presents a group of 
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people who love, care for and cherish animals, and hopefully shows how humans and 

pets can help each other. 
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Figure 1: (“Welcome to the Land of a Thousand Stray Dogs”) 
 

 

The dogs run excitedly on the grass with Alex, a 

caretaker at the shelter, in Territorio de Zaguates, 

Costa Rica. April 24, 2018. (Photographer Dan 

Giannopoulos) 

 

Figures 2-3: (“Moving Photos of the Stray Animals of Sarajevo”) 
 

A fluffy stray dog stands in the snow wearing a 

serious look, in Sarajevo. January 9, 2010. 

(Photographer Adan Mahmutovic) 

 

 

A black dog stands at the corner of the stairs 

looking at the camera, in Sarajevo. January 9, 

2010. (Photographer Adan Mahmutovic) 
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Figures 4-5: (“Street Dogs”) 
 

 

A stray dog stands in the middle of a waste yard 

looking into the camera, in Mexico. May 10, 

2016. (Photographer Samantha Erb) 

 

 

A dirty stray dog stand on the ground looking to 

the left, in Mexico. May 10, 2016. (Photographer 

Samantha Erb) 
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Figure 6: (“Pet photographer gives stray animals makeovers”) 
 

 

Dogs are made a before and after look by staff at 

the shelter, in Beijing, China. April 29, 2019. 

(Photographer Tianhang Zhang) 
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