
A Guide for Training a Service Dog for 
Severe, Life-Threatening Airborne Corn 
Allergy Detection (Puppy Training Plan: 
Weeks 4–12 — Corn-Allergy SD Candidate 
Selection by Week 12) 
 

Important Disclaimer This is a personal-method summary based on 20+ years of police K9 
experience and training four prior corn-allergy service dogs (two full successes, one partial 
success that self-taught the connection, and one failure). It is not medical advice, veterinary 
advice, or a substitute for professional guidance. Severe airborne allergies can be fatal — always 
work with your board-certified allergist/immunologist, primary physician, and (if possible) a 
certified service-dog trainer experienced in allergen detection. ADA service-dog laws require 
reliable public behavior and task performance. Attempting this without substantial dog-training 
background is not recommended. 

Why This Guide Exists: “Allergy” Is Massively Misunderstood — and That 
Can Be Deadly 
The word allergy gets thrown around for everything from a mild runny nose or seasonal pollen 
sniffles, to a headache after eating something, to mild stomach upset or food intolerance. Those 
are real issues and can be uncomfortable — but they are not the same as a severe, IgE-
mediated, life-threatening airborne allergy that can trigger full anaphylaxis (throat closing, 
breathing stoppage, blood-pressure crash, death) from invisible aerosolized proteins or vapors 
in the air. 

Mild / ingested-only / seasonal reactions: Runny nose, itchy eyes, headache, mild GI 
upset, or hay-fever-type symptoms. Unpleasant, but rarely fatal and usually manageable with 
OTC meds or simple avoidance. 

True severe airborne food allergy (exactly what this plan is built for): In my case 
specifically, the actual corn proteins become aerosolized when corn is heated or disturbed. Even 
the smell/fumes from popcorn popping, corn being cooked, candles with corn-derived 
scents/sugars, or trace dust can send me into immediate anaphylaxis on a daily basis. No eating 



required — just breathing it. Seconds count. An EpiPen is life-saving but not a cure; the goal is 
prevention. 

This plan is ONLY for people whose allergic reactions are extremely severe and life-threatening 
on a daily basis. It is not intended for minor allergies such as pollen, wheat, or non-airborne 
food intolerances. If your reactions are only mild or only happen when you actually eat corn, 
this level of specialized detection dog may be unnecessary overkill. 

Core Training Principle That Makes This Safe & Effective Regular scent work (“go find the 
hidden thing”) is completely different from what we need here. The dog must live in constant 
low-level vigilance mode, monitoring ambient air around you 24/7 and alerting before exposure 
reaches dangerous levels. 

Key safety rule for severe airborne allergies: Never use heated or aerosolized samples during 
training. All training uses cold, dry, sealed samples that contain the full natural corn-protein 
matrix (the same proteins that become dangerous when heated). 

Base scent (used throughout the entire plan): Unpopped popcorn kernels (or plain dry 
cornmeal) in sealed glass jars. Full corn-protein matrix, cold, no heating, no aerosol. Same 
approach used in professional allergen-detection programs (peanut, gluten, etc.). 

Safety (non-negotiable): A non-allergic helper handles all corn samples. You never open jars or 
handle corn. Use gloves, glass jars, sealed storage. 

The detailed Puppy Training Plan: Weeks 4–12 below turns these principles into a repeatable, 
step-by-step program so you can evaluate an entire litter and select your next service-dog 
candidate by the end of Week 12 with solid data on scent work, generalization, and the critical 
“alert on me” layer. 

Puppy Training Plan: Weeks 4–12 
Corn-allergy SD candidate selection by Week 12 
Please note: this is built around how we do this for my allergy which is extremely severe and 
life threatening on a daily basis. This is not intended for minor allergies, such as pollen or 
wheat etc. this 

Goal: By the end of Week 12, decide which puppy to keep as your service dog replacement. This 
plan covers scent foundation, evaluation, and the “alert on me” layer so you have enough data 
to choose. 

 



Base scent and safety (unchanging) 
• Base scent: Unpopped popcorn kernels (or plain dry cornmeal) in sealed glass jars. Full 

corn-protein matrix, cold, no heating, no aerosol. Same approach used in pro 
allergen-detection programs (peanut, gluten). 

• Safety: A non-allergic helper handles all corn samples. You never open jars or handle 
corn. Use gloves, glass jars, sealed storage. No heated or aerosolized samples. 

• Scent prep (helper): 3–4 identical small glass jars. One with 5–10 unpopped kernels 
(target). Others with neutral distractors (e.g., rice, plain cotton). Label secretly. Store at 
room temp; replace if moisture or odor changes. 

 

Puppy selection criteria (what you’re evaluating) 
Prioritize the traits that made your past successes: 

Trait What to look for 

Problem-solving / 
independent thinking 

Hide treats in complicated ways; watch how they strategize. 

Handler focus + 
observation 

Constantly checks in with you; notices small changes in your 
mood or behavior. 

Scent drive + 
discrimination 

Strong nose, but also calm vigilance—can “monitor” ambient 
air while relaxing with you, not only frantic searching. 

Generalization 
Quick learner; transfers learning to slight variations of scents 
and games. 

Pick the one that most reminds you of your old man: context-aware, connects “this scent → my 
person at risk.” 

 

Week-by-week plan 
Week 4 — Imprint foundation 

Focus: Introduce corn scent in low-pressure, play-based sessions. Build positive association with 
the target jar. 



• Sessions: 5–10 min, 3–5× per week. Low-distraction area. 

• Activity: Hide-and-seek with jars. Reward any clear interest in the target jar (nose touch, 
paw, sit—choose one behavior and stick with it). 

• Evaluation: Note which pups show curiosity and persistence. Who orients to scent vs. 
motion? Who recovers quickly from mistakes? 

• Notes: Work all promising pups the same way. No pressure; this week is “scent = fun.” 

 

Week 5 — Imprint consistency 
Focus: Same game, same reward. Solidify “target jar = reward” before adding difficulty. 

• Sessions: 5–10 min, 3–5× per week. Same room, then second room by end of week. 

• Activity: Continue hide-and-seek. Vary hide spots (height, behind furniture). Reward 
only correct jar. 

• Evaluation: Who is consistent? Who gets bored or distracted? Who offers the chosen 
behavior without extra prompting? 

• Notes: If a pup is clearly not interested in scent work by end of week, note it; you can 
still keep them in the pool but prioritize the ones who light up. 

 

Week 6 — Discrimination (add distractors) 
Focus: Teach “corn jar vs. other jars.” One target jar, 1–2 neutral distractor jars (e.g., rice, 
cotton). 

• Sessions: 5–10 min, 3–4× per week. Same format: hide jars, reward only target. 

• Activity: Start with jars in sight, then hide. Add a second room or mild environmental 
distraction (e.g., quiet household sounds). 

• Evaluation: Who ignores distractors and stays on corn? Who generalizes quickly when 
jar position changes? 

• Notes: Helper can use a perforated lid or cotton ball inside jar so dog sniffs outside; jar 
stays sealed. 

 



Week 7 — Discrimination proofing 
Focus: Harder hides, trace amounts. Proof that the dog is following scent, not location or 
routine. 

• Sessions: 5–10 min, 3–4× per week. 

• Activity: Helper adds a “trace” option: one kernel lightly crushed (cold, with gloves) in a 
separate small container or on a cotton swab in a jar. Reward alert to trace as well as full 
target jar. Vary locations and order of placement. 

• Evaluation: Who finds trace reliably? Who stays calm and methodical vs. frantic? Who 
checks in with you during the search? 

• Notes: This is a key week for separating “scent drive” from “calm vigilance.” You want 
both. 

 

Week 8 — Generalization (different corn forms) 
Focus: Same scent, different presentations. Build the “corn = bad” library. 

• Sessions: 5–10 min, 3–4× per week. 

• Activity: Introduce (helper only): different brand/batch of kernels; dry cornmeal in a 
separate jar. Same reward for any correct corn identification. Keep 1–2 neutral 
distractors in rotation. 

• Evaluation: Who generalizes quickly to cornmeal/kernel variation? Who stays accurate? 
Who still shows strong handler focus between finds? 

• Notes: By end of week you should have a short list of 1–2 front-runners. Continue 
working all promising pups. 

 

Week 9 — Generalization to “near you” (no exposure) 
Focus: Start the “alert on me” layer. Corn near you (or on your clothing), but you have 
had zero exposure. Goal: dog links “corn scent + my person” and begins to offer alerts in your 
direction. 

• Sessions: 5–10 min, 3× per week. Controlled setup. 

• Activity: Helper places a tiny, safe corn sample (e.g., jar with perforated lid or cotton 
with kernel scent) near you or on your clothing (e.g., pocket, sleeve). You are in the 



room but have not touched corn. Reward any alert that orients to you or to the corn 
near you. If a pup alerts to your body/clothing when corn is present, reward heavily. 

• Evaluation: Who connects “corn + handler” without explicit training? Who offers the 
alert without being cued? This is the “old man” moment—the dog that figures it out is a 
strong candidate. 

• Notes: No real exposure for you. Helper handles everything. If you have a saved worn 
shirt from a past incident (sealed, safe), that can be used later as a controlled “my scent 
+ corn context” step; only if safe and approved. 

 

Week 10 — Real-world traces and consistency 
Focus: Simulate real life: helper touches a corn-containing item (safe for you), then touches a 
cotton swab or cloth; use that as a hide. Proof alerts in slightly busier environments. 

• Sessions: 5–10 min, 3× per week. Add one real-world scenario (e.g., kitchen counter, 
entryway, bag). 

• Activity: Trace on surfaces/hands/clothes (helper only). Dog must find and alert. 
Continue “corn near you” sessions with 1–2 reps per session. 

• Evaluation: Who is reliable on traces? Who stays focused on you when not searching? 
Who is least distracted by environment? 

• Notes: Maintenance recommendation long-term: 2–3 sessions/week first year, then 
weekly. Corn is everywhere; proof in real-world scenarios regularly. 

 

Week 11 — Final proofing and stress test 
Focus: Combine everything. Multiple hide types, “corn near you,” mild environmental 
distraction. Simulate low-stress public or novel settings if possible (e.g., garage, yard, different 
room). 

• Sessions: 8–12 min, 3× per week. 

• Activity: Mix imprint, discrimination, and “alert on me” in one session. Vary order. 
Sometimes corn on you, sometimes in room, sometimes trace only. 

• Evaluation: Who is consistent across all scenarios? Who recovers from a wrong choice 
quickly? Who shows the best combination of scent accuracy and handler focus? 



• Notes: Run the same scenarios for each candidate so you can compare side by side. 

 

Week 12 — Decision week 
Focus: Final evaluation and selection. You must decide which puppy to keep as your SD 
replacement. 

• Sessions: 2–3 full evaluations. Same protocol for each candidate: scent work (jar, trace, 
corn near you) + handler-focus and problem-solving notes. 

• Activity: Formal run-through: (1) Discrimination (target vs. distractors), (2) Trace find, (3) 
“Corn near handler” alert. Note speed, accuracy, and any voluntary “check-in” or alert to 
you. 

• Evaluation: Score or rank on: scent reliability, generalization, handler focus, calm 
vigilance, problem-solving, and “alert on me” instinct. The dog that best matches your 
old man’s profile—context-aware, connects scent to you—is your pick. 

• Notes: After selection, continue positive reinforcement only. No punishment. Plan 
ongoing maintenance (2–3×/week first year). You can add cold corn oil on cotton later as 
a secondary “this also bad” step once the dog is solid on kernels; don’t start with oil—it 
dilutes the protein signal. 

 

Quick reference: progression summary 
Week Primary focus Key milestone 

4 Imprint Positive association with corn jar 

5 Imprint Consistent correct choice, 2 rooms 

6 Discrimination Target vs. 1–2 neutral jars 

7 Discrimination Trace amounts; calm, accurate finds 

8 Generalization Kernels + cornmeal; short list of candidates 



Week Primary focus Key milestone 

9 Alert on me Corn near you; reward “corn + handler” alerts 

10 Real-world Traces on surfaces; corn near you in scenario 

11 Proofing Combined scenarios; mild environmental stress 

12 Decision Final evaluation; select SD replacement 

 

Optional later steps (after Week 12) 
• Corn oil (cold): One drop on cotton in a jar, as secondary “this also bad” once the dog is 

rock-solid on kernels. Do not use as primary—refined oil has negligible protein and won’t 
generalize as well. 

• Real corn-containing foods: Helper only; tiny amounts in sealed containers for 
generalization. Always cold, no heating. 

• Body-scent alert: If desired and safe, controlled sessions where you have had a very 
mild known exposure (or a safe proxy) and reward alert to your changing state. Only 
with medical/safety clearance. 

 

We’ve already proven this works with the right dog and the right scent library. This plan turns 
our experience into a repeatable 4–12 week path so you can pick your next SD by Week 12 and 
keep building from there. 
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