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Teaching Old Dogs New Tricks

Everyone knows that you can’t teach old dogs new tricks, right!  Well that’s not quite right.  Often times you need to un-train certain habits or “tricks” before “new” ones can be taught.  It’s just a process of repetition and reward… just ask my wife!  And remember that unless your dog constantly uses the training that he was taught, he begins to lose it.  Let’s not forget that new tricks can also just be an extension of old tricks.  “Barfy” already knows how to lie down and roll over so teaching “play dead” isn’t a huge leap.  However for us “old dogs” it can sometimes be a challenge.  Did you know that knowledge in the veterinary field is doubling every four years?  That’s a lot of “new tricks” for your veterinarian to learn.  To maintain an active license in the state of Pennsylvania a veterinarian must complete continuing education.  These approved programs can be seminars that they attend at conferences, wet labs, meetings presented by local associations and now a percentage of the required hours can even be obtained by taking internet courses or conference calls that utilize the internet as well.  There are all kinds of different ways to teach us “old dogs.”  

Until a few years ago, the required amount of continuing education (CE) was only four hours per year.  Hardly enough even to learn about the new medications that are constantly being introduced.  Well four years ago, the Pennsylvania Veterinary Medical Association, which I was fortunate enough to president of at the time, helped to increase that amount in the new Practice Act to 15 hours a year, (a total of 30 hours in two years for license renewal).  That’s quite a jump you might think.  Is there really that much new stuff?  Let me give you some examples of courses offered at the Midwest Veterinary Conference that I recently attended in Columbus, Ohio.
First of all, on Thursday morning, there were 15 (count ‘em) different program tracts to choose from!  Pet Animal-Reproduction, Hematology, Respiratory, Feline, Animal Behavior, Public Health, Shelter Animal, Shelter Animal II, Practice Management, Staff Development, Equine, Food Animal, Small Ruminants, Alternative Medicine, Pain Management and Critical Care all had a day long series of lectures about the specific subject.  That’s just Thursday.  Over the next three days there were program tracts on ophthalmology in small animal and in horses, lab medicine, dermatology, urinary tract, cardiology, GI and the list goes on and on.   

Lectures with titles like Drat, that Diabetic Cat, Managing Snotty-Nosed Cats , Eliminating Elimination Problems, show us that presenters can be very clever with their titles.  Retrospective Study of Leptospirosis in Ohio Animals between 2002-2005 reminds us that we can be bored to tears trying to learn “new tricks.”  Understanding the Connection: Animal Cruelty, Child Abuse and Interpersonal Violence, highlights that there are tragic societal issues that we must know about and be able to identify.  My point?  Your veterinarian is working very hard to stay current on the latest and greatest in our profession.  And the subject amount and scope is huge.
And it’s not just your veterinarian.  Our Certified Veterinary Technicians in Pennsylvania are members of a growing profession of highly skilled individuals.  They are required to obtain 16 hours of CE every two years to maintain their license as well!  Some hospitals, like ours, even require their veterinary assistants, client relations and animal care team members to attend CE.  We had six members of our staff attending this meeting.   Their meetings have similar subjects with a different focus.  Dateline Diabetes and The Wild, Wacky and Sometimes Surprising Phone Questions Your Staff Can Answer are a couple of meeting titles.  Our hospital now closes every Thursday for three hours during mid-day to provide CE opportunities for our team so that they can broaden their knowledge base.
There are so many “new tricks” to learn but just like “Barfy,” we also need hone skills we already have and be retrained and refocused on conditions that might have been uncommon but are now being seen with regularity like Lyme Disease and Leptospirosis.   And it’s not all class room learning.  Everyone comes back with information overload but all “jazzed-up” from meeting new people, networking with old friends and colleagues and trading successes and failures of practice.  Many times the ideas learned in these conversations are more valuable than some of the classes and the learning opportunities abound.

My father once told me that the day one quits learning is the day one becomes old.  He was a wise man.  
