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Dog Training Pair Gives a Leg Up On Furry Friends; Gold Star Owners Believe in Teaching Both Dogs and Humans

September 13, 2013

St. Albans - Co-Owners Deb Helfrich, of Fairfax, and Maryellen Sullivan, of Stowe, do not have a home base for Gold Star Dog Training.
Instead, they partner with municipal recreation departments to offer their dog training classes, which focus on basic and intermediate obedience, socialization, and understanding how dogs operate in order to train successfully with them.
"Our big focus is understanding how dogs communicate by teaching about dog body language," Deb said during a chat at Tatro's Gourmet Soup & Sandwich, in downtown St. Albans.
Gold Star Dog Training was born out of a training clinic that Maryellen took and Deb was teaching; Maryellen had already been considering a departure from her legal career. They realized their similar approaches to, and passion for, teaching humans and training dogs, and partnered to launch Gold Star Dog Training.
Maryellen specializes in private training sessions as part of Gold Star's cadre of offerings. Gold Star's group sessions generally consist of four to eight students - that includes dogs and their humans - which Deb said is best for successful classes. She and Maryellen do not allow dog-to-dog interaction, and there is a short-leash requirement.
Also, there are no dogs allowed at the first class of a session, so that humans can focus on learning the theory, and owners must fill out information forms on their furry friends, to give Deb and Maryellen critical background.
"Not every dog is suitable for a group class, and it's important to know this so every dog and human can be successful," Deb said.
Gold Star currently offers programs through recreation departments in: St. Albans, South Burlington, and Essex (and in Stowe and Colchester on occasion). Maryellen and Deb also volunteer to give free educational seminars for various organizations.
Much of Deb's dog-related experience comes from her volunteer passion: therapy dogs. She has volunteered with Therapy Dogs of Vermont (TDV) for 15 years and is on the board of directors. She also oversees TDV's certification program and its 15 volunteers.
Deb also watches, respects, and studies dog handlers, and keeps up on research and trends in her field.
"It's always a process," she said. "I'm always learning. Every dog teaches me something new."
Originally from the Boston area, Deb, 43, earned a bachelor's degree in English from Merrimack College, in Andover, Mass., and relocated to Vermont in the early 1990s. She earned a master's degree in English and a unique minor in vampire literature from the University of Vermont.
She is an editor and writer at ICF International, a governmental consulting firm with a Burlington office.
Deb's husband, Tom, serves as tech support for Gold Star Dog Training. They have a 3-year-old German shepherd mix named Cora.
For now, Deb and Maryellen are busy planning a new set of October classes and workshops in several communities, including St Albans.
Deb is comfortable balancing her work between ICF and Gold Star Dog Training. "The dog training business is fun and part-time, with no real pressures," she said. "For me, at this stage in my life, I just have fun doing it, and that's what matters."
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