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Early Training


Bypass bad behavior by training your puppy as soon as you bring him home.


BY KIM CAMPBELL THORNTON


 


 


Like a certain brand of paper towels, puppies are the quicker picker-uppers. They absorb everything they see, hear, smell, taste and touch, storing incredible amounts of information about people, places and behavior in their highly intelligent puppy brains. Don’t let the information just sit there! Make use of that capacity for absorption by teaching your puppy the good manners and behaviors that will help him become a civilized canine member of your family.


Back in the day, it was once thought that puppies weren’t capable of learning until they were at least 6 months old. That old chestnut has long been disproven. Beginning at 3 weeks of age, puppies experience a stage of rapid brain development, with EEG measures showing a marked increase in the amplitude, or height, of brain waves while puppies are awake. From this period on, puppies rapidly acquire new skills.
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[image: image] When it comes to training puppies, the earlier you start, the better it is for both of you.


Studies have shown that early experiences can shape the physiology of the brain, writes University of British Columbia psychology professor Stanley Coren in his book The Intelligence of Dogs (Free Press). Puppies brought up in an environment with access to lots of toys, problems to solve — which is the learning process in a nutshell — and ever-changing sources of stimulation had better learning ability and even developed larger brains than puppies brought up in a more limited environment with fewer opportunities for learning.


Think about it: Which puppy will develop better physically and mentally? The one who learns to go up stairs, jump in the car, weave his way between furniture legs and meets lots of different people, or the one who spends all his time confined to a single room or crate, interacting only with family members? That doesn’t mean your puppy should have the run of the house — far from it! But it does mean your puppy should spend a lot of time with you as you go about your day.


However, it’s easy to inadvertently encourage behavioral problems when you give your puppy too much freedom too soon; allow misbehavior to become a habit; and let your pup think that he’s the one in charge. But early, consistent training can put your puppy on the road to good behavior. Training at home, in combination with a good puppy kindergarten class, provides the structure your puppy needs to learn everything you might possibly want to teach him.


Training Age


When should you start training your puppy? The earlier the better, say experienced dog breeders and trainers. “There is a preconceived notion in society that you cannot start training puppies until they’re at least 6 months to 1 year old,” says dog trainer Laura Noll of Jamul, Calif. “But they’re such sponges at younger ages, and they’re physically manipulable.”
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[image: image] Puppies learn about canine interaction from their mother and littermates.


That’s one reason, Noll says, early training is especially important for puppies who will grow up to be big dogs. By the time they reach 6 or 8 months of age, large-breed puppies are too strong for most people to handle easily.


Even better, puppies learn almost effortlessly if training begins while they’re very young. “Breeders and experienced dog owners often have little problem with biting or other behavioral problems because the corrections come naturally and effectively right from the start,” says Joanne Nash of Los Altos Hills, Calif., who breeds Dalmatians and Cavalier King Charles Spaniels. “The person teaches and the puppy learns almost without either one being aware of it.”


Rottweiler breeder Paula Cingota of Jamul, Calif., believes that new puppy owners should start training the first day they bring their puppies home, usually at 7 or 8 weeks of age. She starts training her puppies when they’re 5 weeks old, using lots of positive motivation, such as food and toy rewards, and gentle guidance with her hands.


By the time they are 7 or 8 weeks old, they know the cues for sit, stand, lie down and stay. By the time they’re 4 months old, they’re capable of doing a half-hour down-stay and a 10-minute sit-stay. “If you start training puppies when they’re 8 weeks old, they will absorb anything you ask. There’s never a question,” Cingota says.


You do, however, have to be smart in what you ask. “Don’t ask them to do a half-hour down after they just woke up,” Cingota says. “I wait until I’m watching the 11 o’clock news. I sit on the floor in my bedroom with my back to the bed and put the puppy on a down-stay with my left hand resting on his shoulder, as a way of saying ‘stay here.’”
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And just because he’s sleepy doesn’t mean a puppy won’t try to get up. “The first three or four times you’re doing a half-hour down-stay with your puppy, you might be putting him back in place 20 times,” Cingota says. “But believe me, you’ll be surprised at how fast he learns something new.”


The Poop on Potty Training


Housetraining is perhaps the most obvious example of why it’s a good idea to train puppies from a young age. Nobody wants stains on the carpet or the smell of pee and poop permeating the house. Yet housetraining is often overlooked or undertaken in a haphazard manner when it should instead be the cornerstone of the training process. Starting early is key, especially with toy breeds, which often have a reputation for being more difficult to housetrain properly.


It’s essential to take puppies outside on a regular schedule so they learn to anticipate potty time and hold their urine or stool until then. If you’re not consistent about when you take your puppy out, he’s more likely to have accidents in the house. That’s not good. “After a puppy has the habit of peeing in the wrong place, it’s difficult to change his mind,” says Beryl Hesketh, a Yorkshire Terrier breeder in Wurtsboro, N.Y. “But once the pup gets the idea, he’s extremely easy to train.”


With that in mind, take your pup out early and often. Physiologically, the puppy won’t be able to hold his urine for long periods until he’s older, but he can learn that outdoors is the place to go.


Establish good habits by taking your puppy out on a leash and giving him plenty of time to sniff around and find just the right spot. Keep his mind on business by repeating the words “go potty” in a friendly tone.


“As soon as he potties, be happy and express that joy to your puppy,” says Linda Prouty, an English Springer Spaniel breeder in Stonewall, La. “Take your pup back into the house immediately so he knows he was outside for that one purpose. It registers in his memory after a few repeated events.”


Manners Make the Dog


Housetraining is just one facet of the many manners your puppy will need to become a good companion to you. Early training can prevent common (and extremely annoying) puppy behavioral problems, such as barking, biting, chewing and jumping up on people, and can teach necessary behaviors, such as walking nicely on leash.


For instance, barking is a common puppy behavior that’s not always easy to control, but if you begin when your puppy is young, you can teach him that being quiet or stopping barking on cue is much more productive than his endless yapping.


“Don’t reward barking by giving your pup attention or anything else he wants,” Nash says. “Wait until he is quiet, praise him, then give him attention, toys or treats. It’s often amazing how quickly a dog can learn that sitting politely produces more rewards than being noisy does.”


Biting is another troublesome issue for many puppy owners. Puppies don’t realize that your skin is a lot more tender than that of their littermates, especially if you encourage them to nibble on your fingers, arms or toes. Biting can be a matter of life or death for a dog, so by the time your puppy is 4 months old, he should understand that putting his teeth on human skin is never, ever acceptable.


“Make some kind of noise — ‘Ouch! No bite!’ — and stop playing,” Nash says. “This works fairly well for people who have a relatively gentle, sensitive puppy, but with a roughneck pup, a firmer method may be needed.” A puppy kindergarten class can be just the place to obtain that kind of guidance. Any time you have a puppy who can’t be discouraged from biting, seek the help of a trainer or behaviorist as soon as possible.
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Common Training Mistakes


It’s easy to inadvertently encourage puppy behavioral problems or make them worse. Here are some of the ways new puppy owners can become their own worst enemies:


1. Giving a puppy too much freedom too soon


2. Allowing misbehavior to become a habit


3. Letting a puppy think she’s the one in charge


4. Refusing to use a crate because it seems cruel


5. Never letting a puppy greet the world on her own; instead, always carrying and coddling her


Like children, puppies need structure and rules; praise when they do right; corrections when they make a mistake; and a place they can go to feel safe. By showing your puppy what you want, keeping her on a schedule, rewarding her for good behavior, and providing a crate or safe room where she can stay when you can’t supervise — thus preventing destructive behavior — you’ll give her the framework she needs to become a super companion.











	[image: image]





	
ISABELLE FRANCAIS/I-5 Publishing, LLC™/SHIHTZU















[image: image] A crate (above) is a helpful tool when housetraining your puppy.


Birds gotta fly, fish gotta swim and puppies gotta chew. Chewing can be one of the most destructive puppy behaviors, but it can be redirected. The simplest way to do this is to teach the give cue. When your puppy learns early on to give up items graciously, it’s easy to take away items he shouldn’t chew on and replace them with canine chew toys.


“Practice the give cue when your puppy is playing with something he likes but isn’t overly excited about,” Nash says. “When your puppy releases the object, praise him, give him a valuable treat if you want, and let him have the object back. You can also teach your puppy to let you open his mouth. When a puppy grabs something that’s valuable to you or dangerous for him to have, you won’t have time to get something to exchange for the forbidden item.”


Jumping up is one of those dog behaviors that some people encourage but others deplore. There’s no doubt that being greeted by a puppy jumping up to give you a hug or a sloppy kiss has its appeal, but when that pup reaches adult size, suddenly the behavior is, well, not so appealing.


Before it gets out of hand, look into your crystal ball and decide whether this is a behavior you really want to encourage. It can be tolerable in a small dog, although you run the risk of snags in your stockings, but a puppy who will be the size of a half-grown bear cub can inadvertently cause injuries by knocking someone over.


Teaching a puppy to sit instead of jumping up for attention is a good way to prevent problems later.


“When your puppy looks like he’s about to jump up, tell him to sit, then bend down to give him attention or a valuable treat,” Nash says. “Your pup can’t sit and jump simultaneously, so if he learns to sit when told, he won’t jump up. With consistency, your puppy will learn to sit to get your attention.”


Last but definitely not least, early training can make walking with a puppy much more enjoyable. Cingota uses food or a favorite toy and lots of patience to teach her puppies how to walk right at her side without pulling on the leash.


“I put no pressure on the leash,” Cingota says. “In my right hand I hold a treat or toy at my left thigh, where heel position is, and say, ’heel.’ Off we go, even if it’s just 10 steps. I keep my right wrist at my thigh so the toy or treat is right where the pup’s nose is. After three weeks of that, he knows where heel position is, and if he’s not there, he corrects himself.”


 


It’s a lot easier to teach a puppy what you want him to do than it is to unteach bad habits in an older dog. Remember that the amount of time and effort you spend training a puppy will be well repaid over his lifetime. [image: image]


 


Kim Campbell Thornton is a freelance writer and former editor for Dog Fancy magazine.




Link Words and Behavior


Learning comes simply and naturally when you teach puppies to associate certain words and behaviors. That’s where talking to them and spending lots of time with them come in. Dogs are capable of learning an extensive vocabulary, simply by watching and listening to you. For instance, your puppy will quickly learn that when you put on a certain pair of shoes, it’s time for a walk. Your pup is primed to respond to you, so teach a phrase to go along with the action, such as, “Let’s go for a walk,” or “Let’s go for a car ride.”


When you see your puppy performing an action that you want her to learn to do on cue — such as sit, lie down, come or dance — give it a name. Every time you see your puppy sitting, even if you didn’t tell her to, say “good sit.” Do the same thing if you see her lying down, chewing on a toy, coming toward you or not barking. It won’t take long before you can say “sit” or “lie down” and have your pup respond correctly.


According to Stanley Coren, author of The Intelligence of Dogs (Free Press), psychologists call this type of learning “contiguity learning,” meaning that the word comes to signify the action in your dog’s mind. Basically, it’s just a fancy phrase for “learning by doing.”


Contiguity learning, ratcheted up a notch, is perfect for housetraining your puppy. Say you have a dog who cannot seem to learn that pottying in the house isn’t permitted, no matter how much you praise her when she goes outside. Gain your dog’s attention by going a step beyond praise as she potties.


Give one click with a clicker, snap your fingers or jingle your keys as your pup potties (choose a single sound to use), then give her lots of praise and a treat. The sensory addition of sound and taste can sometimes be just enough motivation to get your point across and make it stick.











	[image: image]





	
MIXED BREED























	[image: image]





	
MARK RAYCROFT/SHETLAND SHEEPDOGS



















The Social Scene


Introduce your puppy to a variety of people, places and objects to get him ready for real life.


BY NIKKI MOUSTAKI


 


 


Socialization doesn’t mean training your dog to behave at cocktail parties. “Socialization for puppies is about having your pup experience as much as possible in his early weeks,” says Lisa Herman of Dream Team Dog Training in Valdese, N.C. “Well-socialized puppies are much happier dogs and love meeting new people and other dogs. If not properly socialized at a young age, some pups can grow into aggressive dogs who may bite or attack out of fear. This causes stress and fear in the owner, who reacts by punishing or screaming at the dog, which causes more fear and stress in the dog.”


[image: image]


[image: image] Socialize your pup to new places and things while he’s still curious and hasn’t yet learned to fear the unknown.


The process of socialization introduces a pup to anything new to tantalize his senses, and shows the puppy how to handle new things in his environment. At about 3 weeks of age, when the ears start to open, a puppy becomes more aware of his surroundings. Most people don’t bring a new puppy home at this age, so it’s up to the breeder or shelter to start the socialization process, which includes handling and exposure to new things in his immediate environment.


Most experts agree that the window for socialization is extremely short — from approximately 3 weeks to 16 weeks of age. After that, a puppy’s opinions about the world have been formed, and it’s much more difficult to introduce the dog to new things without him feeling naturally apprehensive.
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