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			Introduction


			This book is about teaching an animal to perform safe, friendly behaviors instead of aggressive and dangerous, or fearful and debilitating, behaviors. Dr. Israel Goldiamond coined the term constructional approach in the 1970s to describe a method of building (or constructing) new behaviors for human learners—behaviors that work better than what they are currently doing—that enable them to interact with their environments in socially acceptable ways. The Constructional Aggression Treatment (or CAT, as it has come to be known) for dogs is a process that Dr. Jesús Rosales-Ruiz directed and I, as his graduate research assistant, performed as part of a series of research on building appropriate behaviors in aggressive dogs. It was a brilliant, though sometimes frightening, learning opportunity for me, for which I am eternally grateful. 


			We conducted CAT with aggressive dogs, but it’s important to note that the constructional approach can address behavior problems other than aggression and that it works with species other than dogs. Dr. Rosales and his graduate students have worked with goats, sheep, a hamster, cats, llamas, a sparrow, dogs, a cow, horses, and humans. CAT has also been used by other trainers with a fruit bat (this large bat liked to sneak up behind his keepers and whack them on the back of their heads with his foot), various species of parrot, an iguana, pigeons, anoles (color-changing lizards common in the southern United States), green frogs, red crowned cranes, a person who was afraid of rats, rats who were afraid of people, a crow, rabbits, a chimpanzee, a giraffe, a common eland, fennec foxes, a jaguar, a baboon, blue-eyed lemurs, griffon vultures, skunks, a peregrine falcon, pot-bellied pigs, a javelina, an eagle, and a hare. And these are just the ones I know about. I listed all these species so it won’t seem quite as strange when I tell you how I got involved in working with aggressive dogs. 


			I went back to school in the middle of my life after many years of starting and stopping my education. I started five different university majors that didn’t hold my interest or that held my interest but weren’t practical. One thing that did hold my interest was animals, but I didn’t want to be a vet, and that is pretty much where my mind went when I thought about working with them. 


			In the mid-1990s, my family got a big pink parrot, a Moluccan cockatoo named Coral. She was officially my bird, but she loved my husband and took to biting me like a rebar snipper to keep me away from him. She would leap down from his arm, and, because her wings were clipped, she would get on the floor and stretch her neck up until she looked like a small pink Big Bird as she charged me, screaming and hopping across the carpet as I tried to escape into a different room. She would grab my pants or my skirt with her beak and swing around, screaming and scolding. I had a lot of clothes with holes in them during that time.


			Coral was my first and only large bird. I’d had small parrots before, but Coral was a much bigger project in many ways. As I’ve said, she bonded with my husband, but she grew more and more aggressive toward me and, to a lesser degree, toward my sons, who were just little kids at the time. The boys had the sense not to mess with her after a while. I wasn’t so smart—and, besides, someone had to feed her and clean her very large cage every day. 


			A large parrot can break your fingers with her beak, and Coral frequently tried to break mine. She easily bent stainless steel spoons with that beak, and she could open Brazil nuts—those tough-shelled nuts that most people leave at the bottom of the bag of mixed nuts rather than trying to crack them. Her face was built for breaking stuff like that. She once pierced a tin can to get at the Le Sueur baby peas inside. They were her favorite treat, and she liked only that brand. I still have a numb area and a small scar on my thumb from one of the times she bit me. I remember leaning over the sink, teeth clenched and in tears, with my husband looking over my shoulder as my blood poured down the drain. Neither of us said a word. That bite happened in the mid-1990s.
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			The Moluccan cockatoo is a large parrot. 


			This was back in the early days of the Internet and before I studied the science of behavior. As Coral became increasingly aggressive, I scoured early versions of online social media, such as AOL and Prodigy, for answers. Somehow—miraculously—I located two professional parrot trainers, Doug Cook and Linda Morrow, a couple who worked primarily with parrots but also trained a variety of exotic animals, on an old listserv discussion group called rec.pets.birds. They were far ahead of the training curve at the time and had been training with clickers and treats for years before Karen Pryor popularized the technique among pet trainers in the 1980s. Karen had begun training dolphins in the 1960s, and before her were Marian and Keller Breland, Bob Bailey, and, of course, the great psychologist Burrhus Frederick Skinner, among others. Cook and Morrow advised me to read Pryor’s book, Don’t Shoot the Dog, and I was captivated by this new understanding that there are effective ways to change behavior. 
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			Behavior is interesting, y’all! The only animal-training method I knew of before that time was the old-school force-based training that remains frustratingly popular today. As a teenager, I became briefly interested in training my family’s purebred Scottish Terrier, and I even showed her in conformation once. I knew people who trained their dogs using corrections, but I wasn’t interested in training my dog that way, so I moved on to other interests. 


			And then came Coral. You can’t exactly put a choke chain on a parrot and pop the leash without either being attacked or killing the bird. Linda Morrow introduced me to another trainer, Melinda Johnson, who coached me completely by e-mail through the process of training this bird to accept me, to use her beak gently on my skin, and, ultimately, to do a lot of adorable tricks without my ever forcing her into anything. It worked. Coral changed her mind about me. 


			The technique I learned then is different from what I write about in this book, but what I learned to do with Coral was fundamentally a constructional approach. Johnson taught me to not even focus on Coral’s aggressive behaviors. I was aware of them, of course, but I focused on rewarding anything she did that was not aggressive. A great many training techniques used by modern trainers are constructional in nature. CAT, which I will describe in this book, is about building desirable behavior rather than destroying bad behaviors. 


			Johnson also taught me to manage my parrot’s access to my skin by initially training only when she was secured inside her cage. She advised me not to let Coral have a chance to bite so that she couldn’t practice it and get better at it as well as to arrange Coral’s environment in a way that would help her do the right things. From the time I started working on Coral’s aggression, I didn’t touch her for about two months. Because my husband was Coral’s favorite, and she never bit him, she got plenty of time outside her cage each day with him for exercise, fun, and enrichment, but I took a break from handling her during her training. 


			I learned to train that parrot to do tricks for timely rewards instead of biting the living daylights out of me. With the advice of the generous trainers who worked with me, I helped Coral learn other ways to behave besides being dangerous and mean. Interestingly, in the process, I just taught her to do tricks on cue rather than focusing on her aggression and thus built a fun relationship for us both. That’s a little different from what I’ll tell you about in this book, but some of the fundamentals were the same. 


			In training Coral, I learned about a training process called shaping, and this book will cover how we use shaping in CAT. The first thing I worked on with Coral was rewarding her for simply touching a stick gently. I used wooden chopsticks that I got in bulk at a dollar store because at first Coral just snapped them in two. I was taught that if she bit the stick just a tiny bit more softly than the previous time, even if the stick still broke, give her a treat. (Le Sueur baby peas were her training treat because I knew she would work for them.) Then I was to wait until she bit it even more softly, maybe only cracking the stick instead of breaking it in two. 


			Gradually, gradually, bit by bit, I was able to hold out the target stick, and Coral would touch it ever so lightly with the tips of her powerful yet sensitive beak. I would give her a treat only for that, and I stopped giving her treats when she bit harder. Now she preferred to touch the stick softly because that was what caused me to give her the peas. Changing her behavior was a way she could control her world. It must be terribly frustrating for a brilliant creature like a parrot (or a dog) to have no control over its world. This kind of reinforcement training gave Coral some of the control back. 


			The success I was able to achieve with this bird—that could eventually dunk a toy basketball, put baby socks in a tiny laundry basket, and put toys in a little wagon that she pulled, and that stopped causing cascades of blood to run down my arm and instead snuggled against me and coated me with her feather dust—made me hungry for more information about behavior and behavior analysis. Don’t Shoot the Dog was a precious foundation, and despite the fact that many books on positive-reinforcement training are available today, I still recommend this book to anyone who wants a solid basis for understanding training and behavior. 


			I read what little animal-related writing I could find in the popular literature of the time, but much of it advocated punitive measures, so I found it of little interest. After all, I had taught an aggressive parrot to show me affection without any force, so I knew it didn’t have to be that way. I moved on to reading textbooks. It wasn’t long before I realized that I couldn’t learn all I wanted to know without instruction from experts.


			Through that old listserv, I met a member of the royal family of animal training. Her name was Marian Keller Bailey. She was a student of the famous psychologist B.F. Skinner back in the 1940s. She left the psychology program at the University of Minnesota and started Animal Behavior Enterprises (ABE) with her first husband, Breland Keller. This gutsy move happened during the Great Depression, a time when many people didn’t have work and were struggling1. Starting such a seemingly frivolous venture at such a time was risky, but those two crazy kids saw the potential of the animal behavior technologies they had discovered in Skinner’s labs. They launched and ran a successful business, training hundreds of animals for TV, movies, theater, the military, county fairs, and kids’ birthday parties. I saw their Bird Brain exhibits in action at the Oklahoma State Fair in Blackwell when I was five years old; these included chickens and ducks that performed tricks such as pulling a chain to turn on a light before pecking the keys on a piano in exchange for a bit of food that dropped out when the task was completed. I didn’t put two and two together for forty years until Bob Bailey (Keller Bailey’s second husband) was visiting the University of North Texas and showed pictures of it in a presentation. One of those Bird Brain boxes is at the Smithsonian now. 


			After reading my online posts that expressed my desire to study animal behavior, Marian Keller Bailey e-mailed me and told me that if I wanted to learn more about animal behavior, there was a highly respected Department of Behavior Analysis at the University of North Texas. She said the best thing to do was try to get into that program to study with Dr. Jesús Rosales-Ruiz. This was my sixth university attempt, but this time it stuck. I finished my Bachelor of Science degree in applied behavior analysis at the age of forty-seven and my Master of Science in behavior analysis at fifty. 


			One day, after I became a student again, I was sitting in a meeting of the Organization of Reinforcement Contingencies with Animals (ORCA) research lab, led by the man who would become my graduate thesis professor, Dr. Jesús Rosales-Ruiz (a.k.a. Dr. Rosales). I had planned to conduct my graduate research with parrots, but something else was on the horizon. Dr. Rosales asked the roomful of mostly twenty-somethings if anyone would be interested in performing research using the constructional approach with aggressive dogs. 


			Only one hand went up. It was that of a middle-aged fluffy woman who had gone back to college and lost her mind. That day, I signed on to intentionally come face-to-face with aggressive dogs again and again for years to come. My experience in training dogs and understanding their body language was quite minimal at the time. But this was interesting, and I was in it. It turned out to be one of the most gratifying things I’ve ever done. 


			There are quite a few people in the animal-training world who worked with animals in ways that are similar to what I will write about in this book long before Dr. Rosales and I conducted this specific research. This book is not intended to claim that Dr. Rosales or I own the behavioral principle described by the research—that would be like Newton (or one of his students) claiming to have invented gravity. This approach is a natural way of learning. Instead, what Dr. Rosales did, and is still doing, and what several other research assistants and I have been fortunate enough to participate in, is digging into a deeper understanding of this natural process through experimentation so that people with real-world problems can have some tools to use in solving them. Dr. Rosales has also engaged the expertise of numerous trainers other than his students—dog trainers, zoo trainers, horse trainers, pet owners, and more—to explore the science of behavior. Granted, he knows a lot of really exceptional people (you know who you are).
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			A popular training method with dogs, clicker training is successful with many species of animal.


			I wrote this book with pet owners and their trainers in mind. With Dr. Rosales, I spent a few years traveling and teaching trainers and behaviorists about CAT. We taught across the United States, in Canada, in the United Kingdom, and in other places, both together and separately. As we did this work, I realized that we were not focusing enough on the most essential audience: the people who love these aggressive dogs; the ones who share their time, homes, and hearts with them; the ones to whom they snuggle close when the scary world is locked outside. This book is for you and your dog. I hope it will help you understand your canine friend and play a part in guiding you to the best decisions for your dog and for your family. 


			With the procedure I’ll describe in the chapters that follow, we have developed a technology based on the laws of nature that can be used by trainers, behaviorists, and pet owners to replace pets’ problem behaviors with safe, friendly ones in the environments where they live and spend their time. One of those long-ago listserv trainers, Doug Cook, was the first person I knew of to use such a procedure, although I didn’t recognize what he was describing until some time after he passed away. 


			He explained how he worked with untamed parrots by approaching them in their enclosures. He would come to a distance that was almost too close for the bird’s comfort but not so close that the bird would completely freak out in fear, a place that dog trainers call the threshold. Cook would patiently wait, and as soon as he saw the bird doing things that he knew from experience meant that it felt calmer, such as shaking out its feathers, stretching a leg or wing out behind it, or preening its shoulder feathers, he would move away. 


			Because the birds were initially afraid of him, his departure was a reward. They would do more of whatever they had been doing when he went away. We don’t usually think of rewards that way. We usually think of rewards as giving something, such as treats or petting or praise. But when the animal views the person as scary or threatening, the best reward of all, from the animal’s point of view, is the person’s going away. Doug rewarded slightly less fearful behavior, bit by bit, until the birds learned they could control him with their desirable behavior. After a while, these birds stopped worrying so much and learned to trust him.


			Dr. Rosales has a friend and colleague named Alexandra Kurland. She is an exceptional horse trainer and the author of several books about working with horses, mostly by using a clicker. Along with Dr. Rosales, she is a regular presenter at Karen Pryor’s ClickerExpo. Kurland’s work with horses was inspirational to him and played an influential role in this stream of research. One of Dr. Rosales’s former students, Dr. Eduardo Fernandez, told me about when they were training at the Frank Buck Zoo in Gainesville, Texas, a small facility that had some sheep and goats who were supposed to be part of a petting zoo. Unfortunately, the animals had become aggressive. It was a tough case. When Fernandez (a master’s student at the time) learned of Kurland’s work, he ran into Dr. Rosales’s office, exclaiming, “Jesús! Jesús! I know what we need to do with them!” And so they conducted and collected data on a procedure similar to what Doug Cook had done with those birds, only with data collection and precision. And it worked. 


			In horse work, there is often pressure and release involved in the training: apply some pressure and then release it when the horse does what you want. A key element of Kurland’s technique is that the pressure she applies isn’t extreme or painful, as much horse training still is today. (People tend to default to force and pain in training because it seems quicker, but there are better ways.) 


			Kurland very skillfully sets up training environments so that the horses have the freedom to learn. They are not cranked around by the bits in their mouths, nor are they chased in a round pen. They are given opportunities to offer behaviors instead of being forced to do things, which gives them that important sense of control. The trainer reinforces (makes stronger) tiny increases in desirable behavior, either with distancing or acquisition of something they like, and more and more desirable behavior begins to happen. This makes all the difference in the world in how readily animals learn and what, specifically, they end up learning. Do they learn to cooperate in avoidance of pain, or do they learn that they have control in this training game and don’t need to be defensive and afraid? 
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			Dog trainers use shaping to teach cues and tricks.
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			Just like with Coral, we have to give them managed control. That’s how we’ll garner their buy-in. That’s how they’ll learn to cooperate with us in learning socially acceptable and safe ways to behave.


			When we collaborate with animals instead of forcing them, and when we give them choices and control within safe parameters, we can often change aggression into friendliness. Can we save every aggressive dog? No. Sometimes there is too much risk involved. Is working with aggressive dogs something that can be done without risk? No. Can we take euthanasia off the table in the discussion of canine aggression? I’m sorry to say that I do not believe we can. But sometimes we can find other choices for some dogs when we understand their aggression and when we can manage their environments in ways that change their minds about how they need to behave to feel safe in their world. 
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			I began managing animal behavior programs at a Texas animal shelter in 2008. I’ve seen many animals that were simply too dangerous to put into homes. If they have already caused severe injuries, if they default to biting hard when things aren’t going their way, if they are so powerful that no one can handle them, if they get riled up and can’t calm back down, we have to consider all of these factors when determining whether to train, perform behavior modification, rehome, use some combination of these, or euthanize. It’s a very difficult and haunting decision to be faced with. If you are like me and believe we should be doing everything in our power to reduce the euthanasia of shelter animals, you should also understand that the people making these decisions are weighing the possibility of rehabilitating the dog, the dog’s history of causing harm, the potential for him to cause harm again (possibly worse than before), and, sadly, the numbers of other dogs that may be healthy and friendly and adoptable right now but who may need to be euthanized at an animal shelter simply due to homelessness if all of the shelter’s resources are invested in dangerous dogs. No one makes that decision lightly. 
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			Most dog trainers say that pet owners should never work with their dog’s aggression without a trainer’s help. In fact, many dog trainers do not work with aggressive dogs at all. I can’t blame them. It’s risky and sometimes heartbreaking work. Sometimes it is true that you shouldn’t try to work with your dog’s aggression alone, so it may sound contrary that I’m telling you how to do this work. But the fact is that you are already managing your dog and his behavior in some way, aren’t you? You know him best. You love him best. If you learn more about how behavior works and how to manage your dog, maybe you’ll learn enough to deal with this problem. A dog has the greatest chance of successful rehabilitation when he has a family who loves him and is committed to working with him. Even in the awful situations when a much-loved pet dog must be humanely euthanized for the safety of his family and community, would you prefer that a trainer, an animal-control facility, or I—people who are strangers to your dog—made that decision? 
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			I’ll walk you through the process of deciding what you can do, and I will explain how to do it, but, in the long run, you are the one who has to do most of the work. I’m going to talk honestly with you in this book, and I will give you my views. I hope that no matter what decisions you eventually make, this discussion will help you find the best possible solution for your dog.


			Dogs that display reactive or aggressive behaviors pose different levels of risk. A 10-pound dog with aggression can sometimes be managed more easily than a 100-pound dog with aggression, but dogs of all sizes can cause injury to humans and other pets. In this book, I’ll talk a lot about safety. You must consider safety on a normal day when nothing special is going on, whether you have a perfect dog or a dog that has already bitten and spent time in quarantine, and you’re afraid he’ll bite again. You must consider safety when you’re going on an outing, such as a walk or to the vet, and on days when you are conducting behavior modification training. If you are the owner of a dog—any dog—safety is not something you can ever neglect, for your own safety and liability, for the safety of your community, and for the safety and well-being of your dog. 
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			Positive reinforcement works with dogs of all sizes. 


			Does the CAT procedure work? Yes. It’s been demonstrated over and over again, and it is currently used by many trainers around the world with all of the species I mentioned and probably more. As I wrote previously, CAT was also used in various forms by many trainers whose names are unknown to me, and a few I was lucky enough to know, before we committed it to research. Since we conducted the CAT research, the procedure continues to be used, and it has even been imitated, given other names, and placed in other contexts. This was hurtful at first, but now it’s flattering. One of the things Dr. Rosales said when we first started our work—and repeated many times during the years I was his student and later his colleague—was that the procedure is not something anyone should try to own; instead, it is something to teach to everyone interested enough to learn. No one owns the principles of behavior, but we’ve learned something about how they work. The reason we can confidently say that the CAT procedure can be used effectively is that it is based on scientific principles of behavior that have been backed up by research. But my goal here is to set aside the jargon and talk to you about what to do when you have a fierce dog. I hope that what I share here can help your family, your clients, your neighbors, and, most of all, you and your dog. 


			In my life and work during and since my participation in this research, I’ve had a lot of experiences with aggressive dogs. As a result, I may write some things in this book based on my own experiences that are my opinions and not direct results of the research and do not reflect the opinions of Dr. Rosales. If there are any factual errors, they are mine, not those of Dr. Rosales or Fox Chapel Publishing.
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					1	Peterson, G.B. (2001). The Clicker Journal: The Magazine for Animal Trainers. Issues 49 & 50 (July/August/September/October), pp. 14 - 21.


				


			


		




		

			Chapter 1: Aggression and the Constructional Aggression Treatment
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			Riley1 originally belonged to next-door neighbors of the people I knew as his family. He was about a year old when his first family moved away and left him behind, all alone, in the backyard. He was thought to be a Doberman mix, but I kind of wondered if he might be an Australian Kelpie. It doesn’t really matter. He was Riley. His kind neighbors realized he had been abandoned and took him in. He was a good dog with them. He was gentle with their adolescent son and quite agreeable with his new family. They quickly fell in love with him. 


			Within a week, however, he lunged and growled at someone while on a walk with his new mom. They also soon realized that he wasn’t at all nice to people who entered their home. They took to crating him when they expected company. One time, a friend came early for a gathering at their home while Riley was loose in the house. She knocked on the door, and, without hearing a response, she entered and carried a casserole into the kitchen. These were, after all, friends who were expecting her arrival. Riley promptly and loudly pinned this terrified woman in the kitchen. She was a cat person and not confident around dogs in general, so the whole event had an extra layer of scariness. The family was able to pull Riley away, and he did not hurt the guest, but it was a concerning situation and not the only time Riley did that sort of thing. 


			Riley was eleven years old when I met him. That’s pretty old for a pretty big dog, but he was still agile and strong, and he lived for several more years. Like most dog families, this family loved their dog, and they were willing to make a lot of concessions for him. In addition to crating him when guests came over, they had only one option when they needed to board Riley: their vet’s office. Riley didn’t like the vet, but he did like one of the techs there, so they were able to board him when she was available. When I met with the family, they told me that if that particular tech wasn’t available, the family would take separate vacations so that someone could stay at home with Riley. This was useful information. It told me that he actually had been successful in making friends outside his immediate family. He also liked the grandmother, who visited once or twice year. But they were the only ones. 
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			Lunging on the leash can be part of a dog’s aggressive behavior.


			The goal for training Riley was to help him make more friends. His owner told me, “We just want him to be able to have friends. He doesn’t have any friends but us.” Maybe that wasn’t important to Riley, but it was important to his family, and families matter, too. Families matter a lot2.


			It’s hard to be the owner of a dog who doesn’t like other people or animals, but it’s even harder when the dog exhibits aggressive displays and actions toward them. It makes for a frustrating and challenging life for the owners and has a significant impact on the whole family’s quality of life—human and canine members alike. A lot of Rileys end up in shelters, and many are eventually euthanized because of their aggression when families just can’t make it work. After working with a lot of these dogs, I understand that decision. It breaks my heart, but I usually support it. I feel deeply for those families. 


			I was pretty naïve when it came to working with aggressive dogs at the time I began working on CAT. I was used to parrots and cats. But it didn’t really matter. I didn’t work with dogs, per se. I was working with their behavior. It sounds like an unnecessary distinction, I’m sure, but behavior works in certain ways across all species, and it is those principles of behavior that we were studying in the research. In this book, you are going to learn how to study your dog’s behavior. 
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			Whether with your phone or a video camera, be ready to record your dog’s training.


			We didn’t have a lab full of aggressive dogs to study at the University of North Texas, but families looking for help with their aggressive dogs were easy to find. Dr. Rosales often guides his students through working with animals in their homes, and that is what happened with me. Most of the dogs I worked with lived with families. A few lived in animal shelters. The way the research went was that I would go to pet owners’ homes or meet them in spaces where aggression was known to occur, and I worked with the dogs in their real worlds. In every case, I either set up a video camera on a tripod or had someone videotape what we did. I recorded the work I did with every dog. This was in the early 2000s before everyone had good cameras inside their easily portable smartphones. You probably won’t have to buy a new piece of equipment to record your work, but make sure your phone is charged. 


			After each session, I took the videos back to Dr. Rosales’s office to view them and discuss what went wrong and what went right, what else I might try, what to leave out, and what to add to what I was doing. We met every Wednesday at 2:00 p.m. (I called these my “come to Jesús” meetings). Obsessive video recording and watching every video with your professor is a very effective way to get over your fear of seeing yourself on tape. The videotapes were extremely useful, so the embarrassment I sometimes felt was worth it. 


			To my great fortune, very little went wrong in terms of safety during my work on the procedure. I was bitten once by a large mixed-breed dog named Max, and ten years later I was bitten by a German Shepherd Dog named Gunther. I regret both of these events deeply, and not just because of the injuries I sustained—very minor with Max, thanks to my heavy sweatshirt, and worse but not life-threatening with Gunther; I will always have a scar to remind me. 
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			I confess that the bite from Max was totally my fault. I wasn’t paying enough attention to the husband, who was handling the dog, or to the dog himself. I was explaining something to the wife, who was in front of me, and I happened to glance down at the dog to my left. Max was much closer to me than he had been a moment before. He was staring hard at me from close range. The husband was holding the leash loosely. I made the briefest of eye contact with Max before he launched himself upward at me. I raised my arm to block the dog’s lunge toward my face. My favorite sweatshirt got a bite taken out of it, and I got a bruised wrist but no broken skin. It could have been much worse. 


			If you want to work with your aggressive dog, you have to pay attention. Distraction is not acceptable, and I was distracted. The incident you suffer might not be to your wrist. What if I had not looked down just then? He would have gone for my neck or face. You can tell where a dog is going to bite by where he is staring, and he wanted my head. 
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			No bite, severe or not, is acceptable.


			With Gunther, it is not as clear to me what happened. I still ponder it, but the best advice I can give myself is that I should have worked slower. When in doubt, take a break, watch your videos, and think it through. On that particular day, I wanted to work up to at least the point we had gotten to in our previous session, but Gunther wasn’t up for it. 


			Very little went wrong in terms of developing the CAT procedure; we just kept tweaking and adjusting. It was incomplete at first, but as we built it up, it got better and better. Under Dr. Rosales’s guidance, I had success after success working with these dogs. I do not take credit other than to say that I followed instructions and had a very good instructor. In the process, I learned how to observe well so I could understand what I was seeing and act accordingly. 


			When working with Riley, I took my then-eighteen-year-old son along as my videographer for the first session. I worked with Riley’s family for a couple of hours the first day, but I actually performed CAT for only forty-five minutes. Some in the popular dog-training world had gotten the misconception that CAT takes too long, but I’ll take forty-five minutes any day for a successful first aggression behavior-modification session. Since then, I’ve had a successful first session in only thirty minutes. We have more work to do after that, but it’s a really good start. All humane behavior-modification techniques for aggression take time. To be honest, it was not common to have this kind of very quick success in such a short session, but it wasn’t unheard of, either. But most sessions take longer. 


			There are other techniques that can work quickly, but they are risky and send you away with way too many problems; these include using shock collars, dangling the dog from his collar until he passes out, pinning the dog to the floor—I’m sorry to say that these antiquated and dangerous techniques are still in use today in the United States, and they have a very high probability of making the dog worse, making him harder to read, and taking away his warning signals, which can result in someone getting badly hurt. To be blunt, these methods are unethical and inhumane. In some countries, they are against the law, but in the United States, you can see them on TV shows. 


			The people who use, teach, and promote these harsh techniques also have a different definition of “what works.” For them, the dog doesn’t have to like the situation, he just has to shut down and do nothing except follow orders when he’s feeling afraid or defensive. That is not good enough for me, and that is not how I define what works. Our goal with CAT and the goals of other modern, effective trainers—whether or not CAT is their preferred behavior-modification procedure—is to change the dog’s viewpoint from one of terrible fear and defensiveness to one of peaceful confidence. The harsh techniques I mentioned can work to eliminate aggression if they are performed when and only when the problem behavior occurs so that the dog knows what to do to consistently prevent the negative reinforcement from happening, and when to do it. But these techniques are very likely to produce a sneakier dog who will act calm until he gets easy access to someone he can bite. 
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			Along with being painful to the dog, a shock collar can worsen aggressive behavior.


			You cannot use harsh techniques if you want a safe, happy dog. No one is happy when his or her life is full of waiting for the next shock. If you shock a dog at the wrong millisecond, you can zap the good behavior instead of the bad. And if you shock a dog when another dog or a human is nearby, the dog can learn that the shock and the other dog or human are a package deal, so the next time he sees a dog or human, he may interpret the shock as a cue to attack to protect himself—even if the dog or human are simply innocently walking or happen to be in the aggressive dog’s proximity. It becomes like a superstition for the aggressive dog: “If I see a stranger, I will feel a shock, because that other time I saw a stranger, I felt a shock.” The “shock” can be an actual shock, a leash jerk with a prong collar, a hit from his owner, or nearly any other situation that the dog doesn’t like. 
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			Treats are among the commonly used rewards in dog training, although they are not used in CAT.
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			The scientifically proven, effective, and humane techniques take time. That said, I sometimes get relatively fast results using CAT. One unstudied possible reason seems to be working as much as I can in one day. I schedule a day with the owner and the team we need to work with, and we work together for several hours. We stock up on water and snacks for ourselves and the dogs, and we take some breaks, but we keep working for a few hours. When you work for thirty minutes or an hour here and there, you’ll see progress, but you’re going to need more sessions, and with each additional session, you’re going to lose a little ground and then regain some ground. Each time, you’ll be exposing the dog to many things you didn’t necessarily plan for, such as different weather, the different outfit you’re wearing, the new helper dog you’re using, and anything else that has changed since the last time you worked together. There is nothing wrong with that, and, in our busy lives, that is often what we have to work with. But if you want to get more done, my bet is that you’ll do better if you train longer at each session. 
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			CAT shows your dog how to live safely in his world with the kind of activity that is going to go on for the rest of his life. The advantage to long sessions, especially at first, is that you may make more significant progress earlier. There are drawbacks, obviously. First, it’s expensive if you’re doing this with a dog trainer (so are all the other techniques, which is one reason trainers schedule shorter sessions). A trainer who works with aggressive dogs tends to charge more per session because they need more liability insurance, they are putting themselves at greater risk, and there are simply fewer trainers who will work with aggressive dogs, so they are responding to the market’s demand for their services. Trainers who specialize in aggression tend to stay pretty busy, but it’s hard, exhausting, and often draining work. 


			When you have an aggressive dog, management techniques are essential. Management refers to how you hold the leash, confine the dog when company comes over, distract him from things to which he might respond aggressively, and a variety of other measures that you take to prevent him from behaving badly. This is often the lion’s share of what a trainer works on with owners because it’s very important to be able to prevent problems from happening. That’s why I thought it was so necessary to write a book that talks to owners. You’re going to do the bulk of the work. You need to understand it. 


			There are some short procedures you can do now, whenever a problem comes up, no extensive training needed. Chances are, you’re already doing some of them. For example, say you’re on a walk, and you see a strange dog at the end of the street that you know your dog will charge toward if he gets a chance. In a case like that, if your dog hasn’t seen the other dog yet, you can just smoothly turn around and go in another direction to avoid the problem altogether. There’s no harm in that, and much benefit. That’s management. Manage the situation so your dog doesn’t get a chance to react aggressively, or, if he does, you can control his behavior safely. 


			If your dog is known to be aggressive to people and dogs while on walks, plan your walks for times when few other people are out with their dogs. Put in some work with your dog before you start trying to walk him on leash in the neighborhood after dinner on a beautiful day when everyone is out with their dogs. Or, better yet, if possible, exercise your dog in your safely fenced backyard until he’s ready for a slightly more challenging situation. That’s not the CAT procedure, it’s just avoiding trouble when you can. It’s both necessary and smart. 


			What do you do when your dog has already spied the other dog and is stiffening, growling, or starting to lunge? If the other dog is heading the other direction, just stand and wait until your dog does anything less threatening, even if only for a second, and then casually turn and walk away in another direction. Yes, as long as your dog is not overstimulated, I suggest that you let him watch the other dog until he decreases his aggressive behavior. Only do this if the other dog is far enough away that your dog can calm himself enough to do something besides behaving aggressively. 
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			How will you manage a dog who guards a spot on the furniture?


			For training sessions, you will set up a learning environment and minimize distractions like other dogs showing up on the horizon. If the other dog or person is too close, and your dog is losing his cool, all you can do is cut your losses. Get your dog to a safe place and, if needed, tell the other person that your dog is in training and ask him or her to back off. “Stop! My dog is in training!” Chances are, this will set your training back and you’ll have to redo some of the work you’ve already done, but that’s just how it is. It’s a lot better than letting the other person or dog approach and having your dog hurt them. It’s also less stressful for your dog to leave the situation rather than going into full-out attack mode. 


			My son, the cameraman during my work with Riley, followed me through the steps of approaching Riley and walking away when he behaved a little bit better than before. We did this back-and-forth for forty-five minutes, only walking away when Riley either turned away from me, sat, yawned, snapped at a fly instead of at me, sniffed toward me, tipped his head to the side, barked less threateningly—anything that was a little bit friendlier and safer than the previous time. At first, you have to take what you can get—like the dog snapping at a fly—reward the behavior, and then see if the dog offers something a little better in the next setup. Snapping at a fly is actually a pretty good alternative behavior. When Riley did that, it meant that he was not obsessively focusing on chasing me away anymore. He’d calmed down enough that he could tend to the pesky fly, and that was something I reinforced. 
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			Head turning and/or yawning are neutral behaviors that you can reward.


			Interestingly, when we experimented with where and when Riley would behave aggressively, he did not behave aggressively toward me when we were outside on the front sidewalk, although he did with some other people at other times. He didn’t bark or growl when I walked up the sidewalk, although that was one of his modus operandi. He didn’t even bark when I walked right up to the door. But when I got a foot in the door, all hell broke loose. 


			This preliminary information is important to know. Aggression is always situation-specific. Your dog does not always behave aggressively toward everyone at all times, does he? It’s rare for a family to keep a dog who reacts badly to everyone, family and stranger alike. So we want to find the situations in which your dog behaves this way. This is where you’ll start working with him, if possible. 


			At the beginning of the forty-five minutes with Riley and his owner, I could not enter the house. Riley would lunge and charge from the living room, where his owner held onto his leash for dear life. Riley meant business. At the end of that forty-five minutes, I knelt beside him and he approached (still on a leash held by his owner) and nestled his head under my arm with a wiggly, happy body and leaned into me. I followed this up by letting my son approach him. After all, he had been part of the work we had just done, so it was kind of a two-for-one deal. Riley accepted him in just the same way he had accepted me. 
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It would not be amiss to point out that [Cujo]
always tried to be a good dog.

~ Stephen King
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IMPORTANT!

Before | go any further, | caution you: Do

not try any of the stuff I'm going to tell you
about until you've finished reading the
whole book and until you have painstakingly
determined that you are up to the task of
keeping everyone safe as you do the work.
You and others can get hurt while working
with aggressive or reactive dogs. If a voice in
the back of your head is saying, “I can’t do this
alone,” listen to it. If you hear that voice, find
and work with a cooperative trainer who will
read this book.
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DID YOU KNOW?

Remember Ross Perot? Bob Bailey told me that

he and Marian Keller Bailey used to do birthday
parties for the Perot kids that featured a variety
of trained animals, including pigs in racing silks,
running around a track.
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