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To all the shelters, rescue, and humane society personnel who work tirelessly to help one more homeless puppy find a loving, forever home


Pip and my first meeting. Pip approaches then rolls over, so I chat with her until she feels more confident. MELISSA FISCHER
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Soon Pip makes friends. MELISSA FISCHER
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We take a walk, Pip bounces along—I laugh. MELISSA FISCHER
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I do a quick series of “puppy tests.” Here I cradle her to see if she struggles. She does not. MELISSA FISCHER
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CHAPTER 1

THIS IS YOUR PUPPY!
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It is the evening on November 30, and we’re about to get a new puppy! While scanning an Internet rescue site, a calm, intensely intelligent expression caught our eye. The fact that this puppy is also black, white, and tan, the color of our beloved late great Australian Shepherd, Caras, means we are hopelessly biased in her favor. Brian had to be in New York City on business, so I am driving out to Fishkill, New York, to meet this little one and her foster mother. As I pull into the parking lot of our meeting spot, I can see the puppy sitting next to a woman’s feet. She is smaller than I thought, which is good. She sits there, watching the world parade by, neither leaping at passersby nor shying away. I like her from thirty feet away and it only gets better. Sidling up, ears back, she greets me softly, politely. She is incredibly cute. Once we’ve met, we go for a little walk together. She bounces everywhere without mouthing. When a shopping cart rumbles by, she startles then walks behind it, curious. Excellent! She is charming. She is adorable. Flipping open my cell phone, I place the call to Brian: She is perfect! And Pip has found her home.

Dogs have entered our lives many ways. Brian got his Rottweiler, Beau, from a top show-dog breeder and judge. PJ, our “well-mixed” terrier, was a foster puppy who stayed. We found Caras in an ad in a dog magazine. Good dogs come from many places, each arriving with his or her own blend of instinct, personality, and experience. You and your puppy are embarking on an adventure, one that has been repeated millions of times over thousands of years and yet one that will be uniquely yours. If you pay attention on this trip, you will learn more than you ever expected about yourself, relationships, and communication.

Where do we begin this journey? Where every such journey begins, with understanding the other. This chapter is about what you need to know about your puppy before you move forward with his or her education, socialization, or housebreaking.

TEN KEYS TO UNDERSTANDING YOUR PUPPY

1. Eachpy Is Different

Even within a single litter of pups, there can be extreme differences, from outgoing and friendly to withdrawn and aloof. Are you and your siblings or cousins exactly alike? Neither are pups. This puppy of yours will be different from any dog you’ve had or will have. He has his own personality—with features that amuse and parts that annoy, a total package. And as the old saying goes, the trick to being happy is not to get what you want but to want what you get. Your job, as his leader, is to build on his strengths while minimizing his weaknesses.

2. Your Puppy Is Not a Blank Slate
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Your puppy arrives in your arms a package of instincts and hardwired behaviors. In some, those instincts / behaviors border on compulsions. Border Collies can stare obsessively at movement, Labradors may lose their minds over tennis balls, some Terriers bark almost nonstop. Your pup doesn’t even, can’t even, know there are other options. Saying “No” to a dog in the middle of an instinct-triggered behavior often doesn’t help or if it does, it won’t for long. “No” simply doesn’t compute. “No” tells your puppy you are upset—nothing else. He needs alternatives, which you must supply. You must teach your Border Collie that he can look away, your Lab that he can leave the ball on the floor, your Terrier that he can sit quietly…as these ideas will never, ever occur to them.
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3. Your Puppy Needs More than “Love”

Actually, love may be all your puppy needs, if love means meeting your puppy’s emotional, mental, and physical needs, even when you don’t especially feel like it. But if by “love” you mean meeting your emotional needs first and foremost, even when that conflicts with the puppy’s needs, then that is not enough. What we say to clients is “Do you love your puppy or do you love loving your puppy?” If you love your puppy, doing what he needs is second nature. If you love loving your puppy, you will do what you want to do while complaining about your puppy. For example: Puppy urinates in kitchen overnight. Easy solution: Your puppy sleeps crated in your bedroom. If you love your puppy, you do that because you know it will help the puppy learn. If you love loving the puppy, you’ll refuse to take that action because “you don’t like crating her,” and then you’ll create a problem

4. Minor Moments Matter

Every interaction you have with your puppy teaches her something. There is no “small” interaction. If your puppy steps in front of you and you move out of her way to avoid bumping into her, she learns that she can make you move. If, instead, you kept your feet low, your knees bent, and shuffled on through her, she learns that you can make her move. You may think, Who cares? Your puppy does and therefore you must. In social mammals, leaders walk and followers get out of the way. This is true in people, horses, and dogs. Those many minor moments teach your puppy who you are. If you teach her to push you around, walk all over you, and ignore you, it can create problems later. People often say that problems “came out of the blue!” but they are often the result of months of dismissing or missing the meaning of those minor moments.

5. To See It Is to Mouth It

Puppies explore their world with their mouths which, until about four months of age, contain tiny, pointy, needle-sharp teeth. Pups mouth things that move, like your cat or your pant leg. They gnaw on things with the same predictability with which young human children attempt to stick things up their nose. It’s just going to happen at some point. This is not a “bad” puppy; this is a normal puppy. Plan for normal events to happen, so you can supervise, teach, and redirect to a better option. Avoid thinking that normal things like this won’t happen and then being annoyed or surprised when they do.

6. Puppies Do Not Understand Risk

First off, a three-month-old puppy has been on our planet for only ninety days or so. Nature has given him speedy mobility but little time for experience. You must protect your puppy as he will swallow, chew, leap off, and careen into slippery, sharp, and dangerous things. Sarah remembers all too well watching five-month-old Bracken, her German Shepherd Dog, race up the back steps and vault off the three-foot-high railing, arcing upward toward a bird on the back fence. As she landed she dropped some six feet or so to the ground without incident, but was that anticipated? No. You can never anticipate everything. So, when considering risk, ask yourself not what you think might happen, but what could happen.

7. Puppies Love Pleasing You

Anyone who has ever seen a puppy sporting a delighted, open-mouthed grin when his person praises him knows that dogs of all ages enjoy it when we enjoy them. They want that connection—it is one of those things that makes dogs dogs. They get a kick out of us!

It is in vogue in some circles to talk about how dogs have no desire to please. We feel sorry that anyone in the dog community could live with dogs and not experience that warm, mutual connection. In some circles, touch and praise are billed as “distractions to learning.” As if a relationship were a “distraction.” We have dogs because of the mutual relationship we can share with them. What a sad, cold world it must be to treat a dog as if he is incapable of deep connection and to then be treated in the same way by the dog.

My Smart Puppy people do not have to live in that distant world. You will build a relationship with your puppy, seeing his or her joy in our joy. In order to see this, you must learn how to praise your puppy warmly and sincerely in a way your puppy enjoys. Show your puppy through touch and voice just how fond of him you are and you will see him respond in kind.

8. Puppies Need Lots of Sleep
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Humans take around fifteen years to grow from infancy to sexual maturity. Your puppy does it in under one. She may start life at one pound and bite into her first birthday cake at seventy-five pounds. That is an extraordinary rate of growth. A large-breed puppy may, at the peak of growth, put on nearly a pound a day. To accomplish this feat, your puppy needs rest and a lot of it. Expect your puppy to log nearly eighteen to twenty hours a day for a few peak-growth months. Just like children, overtired puppies can become cranky, pushy, whiny, or otherwise frustrating. It is your job to recognize those signs and tuck the pup into his crate for a nap. This is especially important in households with children, where a puppy can be kept awake and active for too long.

9. Puppyhood Is Messy

In every sense. Not only will you be dealing with physical byproducts—urine, feces, vomit, hair, dirt, and in some breeds drool—but learning is messy. Think how difficult it is to communicate clearly between people. Now try between species; you are trying to communicate with a species that has no clue about what you’re trying to teach. Sometimes your puppy will be confused, sometimes you will be, sometimes you both will be—that is normal. The way through it is productive practice. Avoidance, frustration, or “putting it off” never trained a single puppy. You can do this! Nothing has to be perfect—as long as you are consistent and persistent, your puppy will learn to understand you.

10. Puppyhood Is Brief
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Hallelujah and darn—all at once. You would not be human if you didn’t think from time to time, When will this end? We can tell you when it will end: very quickly. Use these months. You cannot ever get them back. Train, play, socialize, explore—prepare your puppy for a long, happy life as an adult dog. Along the way, take pictures, find ways to have at least a little fun with your puppy every day, and have patience with normal mental and physical canine developmental stages. They are as precious as they can be annoying.


BRIAN’S INBOX:

Do I Have to Be Dominant?

I hear from people that I have to dominate my puppy. Is this true? I love my puppy and I don’t want to be mean.

Good! We don’t want you to be mean either. We want you to be his best teacher. Think of the teachers you most respected in your life. What qualities did they have? Most people report that their best teachers had high expectations, were fair, funny, forgiving, reliable, sure of themselves, secure—wonderful attributes for good leaders. A good leader leads from a place of clarity plus calm confidence—not confusing, combative reactions. We’ll teach you how.

DOG-TO-HUMAN PICTIONARY

Dogs “speak” clearly, though we humans do not always hear them. In our opinion, human lack of understanding causes many of the dog bites in the United States. If we “heard” dogs better, we would be bitten less. This section can save you and your loved ones from trouble with dogs. Our goal: to prevent the bite long before it happens. Please read it carefully, and look at the pictures, then, if you have questions, come to www.MySmartPuppy.com and ask!

When reading any dog, check their T.E.E.T.H.: Tension, Ears, Eyes, Tail, Head
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Weight back, front legs outstretched and together, often with a big yawn—this is a dog stretching.
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This puppy has turned away from me, base of his tail is straight up, body tense—this pig’s ear is his!
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Ears sideways and tense, eyebrows pinched, nose lowered, looks motionless—this dog is frightened/worried.
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Open mouth, relaxed face, bright eyes—this is a laugh in any language.
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Weight forward, front legs akimbo, tail often wagging, mouth open, often barking—this is a “play bow.” A canine invitation to a game.
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Tipping over, tail tucked, ears back—this is a fearful, anxious, or naturally submissive dog.
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Which dog is in control? The one making the other move more and holding his tail the highest. In this game Milo, our Beagle, is making Yoshi, a Vizsla pup, move and his tail is higher. He’s in charge. SARAH WILSON
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This young Irish Terrier is all bold from a few feet away from some dogs: Tail up, ears up, leaning forward, looking right at them. When he is released, he changes his tune: Tail down, ears, back, leaning back, trying to avoid eye contact with two dogs who are more assertive than he is—the Bernese Mountain Dog and the middle English Cocker Spaniel, both of whom are looking directly at him.

MYTHUNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT DOG BODY LANGUAGE

A Wagging Tail Is Always Happy

This is usually true, but not always. A wagging tail, like the human smile, can mean many things. A tail that is straight up, stiff, and vibrating back and forth? That is excited and stimulated, but not “happy.” This dog could be moments away from aggression. A tail tucked all the way under the dog’s body could wag at the very tip. This dog is frightened but trying. Do not press her. A tail that wags level with the spine or a bit above or below spine level in large, sweeping wags? That is a happy dog.

Showing Teeth Is Always a Threat

Most of the time it is, but some dogs actually smile when they are excited to see someone. This is pretty disconcerting until you know what is going on. Breeds known for their toothy grins include Dalmatians, Doberman Pinschers, Australian Shepherds, and Greyhounds. If the dog’s ears are back, the tail is wagging low, and you see a flash of front teeth, chances are you’ve just seen a grin!

Hackles Raised Means the Dog Is Aggressive

Hackles (the hair along the back) can piloerect (raise up) when a dog is excited and unsure. Sometimes it is a warning sign of aggression, but in puppies it is more often a sign of excitement, concern, or worry. Many dogs will hackle slightly (or not so slightly) when they enter a dog run, only to shake it off (literally—dogs often shake when they have calmed down a bit) in a few minutes before settling down to some serious play.

Cowering “Proves” He “Knows What He Did Wrong”

Nah, cowering “proves” he knows you are about to be angry, and those are two entirely different things. If your roommate came home once or twice a week, opened the door, and attacked you for no apparent reason, you might cower or leave the room when the door opened at night, too. That would not prove that you “knew what you did wrong.”

THIS IS YOU! HOW PEOPLE IMPACT PUPPIES

Temperament is often in the eyes of the beholder. Variations in human temperament are numerous and affect how the puppy’s temperament is perceived. One person’s wonderfully “perceptive” puppy is another’s “wimp.” One “good watchdog” is someone else’s “aggressive puppy.” There are homes that will adore most puppies for who they are and homes that may dislike them for exactly the same reasons.

Now, what about us? What do we bring to the table as teachers and trainers? To understand who you are likely to be as a teacher, look at how you were taught. Until we consider the impact of how we were taught, we often are left repeating or  completely avoiding our history. Taking a look at our inner teaching model allows each of us to make better choices about how we want to behave as teachers.

Example: We have a friend who attended a strict Catholic school where the nuns were harsh. If she didn’t know an answer, she was punished. If she gave the wrong answer, she was punished. Since not knowing and giving wrong answers are a normal part of learning, normal learning was made frightening and stressful. How did that impact her as a trainer? She became increasingly anxious whenever the puppy did something “wrong.” She was both quick to punish harshly and quick to have a growing sense of panic inside herself about not “doing it right” with her puppy. She didn’t like being harsh, so she often felt helpless to control her puppy, allowing all sorts of behavior until she got frustrated and became harsh. The guilt was overwhelming. She would “apologize” to the puppy with excessive attention and asking for little in the way of self-control until the puppy’s behavior frustrated her again and the cycle continued.

When this cycle was brought to her attention, it was a huge relief for her. She was able to start making different choices: redirecting her puppy sooner, setting clear, unemotional boundaries regarding what she wanted and didn’t want as well as taking a break when she felt the frustration welling up. Her puppy calmed down considerably. Life got a lot better for both of them.

Is our friend a “bad” person? Not at all. We are all products of our history, but we don’t have to be victims of it. We can learn to behave differently when we get support for doing so. There are no “perfect” puppies and there are no “perfect” puppy trainers. We’re all just getting better and better as we go along. We all start as beginners. We all bring inner baggage—some of which makes us more effective and some of which makes us less. That is normal. Aim for steady progress and you’ll do just fine.

During Sarah’s master’s degree research, she found that often people seemed to define “loving” their pup as giving the puppy what that person felt they were missing in their own childhood. Example: If you were raised by busy parents, you may believe that giving the puppy buckets of attention is being “loving.” Below is a quick overview of a few possibilities. We just wanted to give you a place to start thinking about these things.



	Past
	Possible Imapact
	Result for Puppy Person
	Options



	Busy Parents and/or Many Siblings
	Feeling unattended to.
	Puppy gets non-stop attention; person feels stressed when puppy is not getting attention. If anyone suggests too much attention is being given, person has strong emotional reaction.
	Realizing that learning to entertain oneself is an important life skill—for people and for dogs. Start to reward independent play and separate from demanding behavior.



	Yelling/Verbal Intimidation
	Feeling intimidated into silence.
	Person attempts to be endlessly patient and tries hard never to get upset. Because early boundaries can’t be set for the puppy puppy’s behavior becomes more pushy and demanding. Person finally loses patience then feels terrible about self. Tries to be “better” by never getting upset.
	Caring for a puppy is going to be frustrating and annoying at times. Learning how to reclaim sensible boundaries without yelling will allow you to be the sort of trainer and coach you want to be.



	Physical Abuse / Threat of This Abuse
	Feeling frightened of the parent; feeling intimidated almost all the time.
	Similar to the above. Because boundary setting has been linked to abuse, never setting any seems like the loving and safe thing to do. Being abusive is often feared, so all confrontation is avoided. When confrontation happens and temper is lost, person feels great guilt. Tries to be “nice” all the time to the puppy.
	Childhood trauma is not something easily dealt with alone. One of the main reasons this is true is that it is very hard to unravel (or even see) certain patterns from the inside. Finding a good counselor/coach to give you new insights and tools can be the key to being truly free.Boundaries were not the enemy in childhood; it was how they were set that caused the problem.



	Emotionless/Depressed House
	Fear of assertiveness, inability to assert self calmly.
	From lack of experience, among other things, people who grew up in unemotional homes may find themselves overwhelmed by emotion in the course of raising the puppy. They may attempt to stay calm at all times and usually, being human, will fail, Guilt follows and the cycle continues.
	Practice calmly asserting yourself. Understand that this will fell both weird and very possibly dangerous (since it was presented as “bad” in the childhood home). Expect successes and failures, as both are a part of the normal learning process.



	Abandonment/Loss/Divorce
	Fear of being left, fear that the other’s behavior is somehow your fault.
	May have a deep emotional reaction to the puppy not wanting to be near them all the time or sleeping away from them. May be afraid to tell the puppy to do anything for fear he will hate/leave them.
	Experiment with teaching your puppy things—have fun doing it. Truth is, your puppy will be more attached to you and spend more time with you the more you ask of him.




PUPPY PERSONALITY PROFILES

Your new puppy is like no other—ever. She is her own special blend of behaviors, instincts, and tendencies. Understanding who she is makes it easier for you to be an effective leader who brings out the best she has to offer. Keep in mind that most puppies are a combination of temperaments. They may go through one (or more) changes as they mature and will display different personality traits in different situations. Your puppy who is Appropriate / Social at home may be Sensitive/Shy the first week of puppy class. Your job—and it can be a challenging one—is not to judge these normal shifts but to help your puppy at whatever stage or phase she is in. Understanding a little about the major temperament categories will help you do that.

Assertive/Pushy
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Your puppy seems to be constantly in your way and underfoot. There is much grabbing at pant legs, leads (or leashes), or hands. Tug-of-war is his favorite game, though he does not release easily. When you take his collar or pet his head, he mouths you. He chews toys in the center of the room and may freeze (stop chewing and glare at you) if you walk by. Hard jumping, where he leaps against you with straight legs using you as a backboard, hurts and almost (or does) knock people over. He wants to be out the door first, to grab whatever you’re carrying, to have his nose in your plate, and to sit with you or on you on the couch.
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Tail straight up, head up, ears up—this puppy is feeling bold and confident! Not unusual for a Schnauzer pup.

What Helps

•   Space Games—early and often. See Chapters 2 through 5.

•   Remember that Minor Moments Matter—do not let things slide with these puppies!

•   Develop a light “Oh, darling, you must be confused” attitude so you can be assertive and clear without being aggressive or confrontational.

•   Practice The Daily Dozens: An Anti-Bite Protocol (page 272).

•   Getting to Good. It is easy to lock horns with these pups. Don’t. Always focus on what you want instead of what you don’t want.

What Hurts

•   “Oh, he’s just a puppy,” “He doesn’t mean it,” “He’s a baby,” and any other excuse. Puppies do not grow out of behaviors nearly as often as they grow into them.

•   No “No!” Avoid arguing with these pups. Instead, set your boundaries and create compliance by directing them to what you want.

•   You are teaching him how to treat you right now. Teach him to push you around and he’ll be more than happy to oblige you. Teach him now to respect your space and your person, and some ugly behavioral dragons may never rear their heads.

•   Be cautious with dog parks or day care. Just as with people, daily activities become habits and if he gets to slam, push, and harass other people and dogs daily, what is he learning? Don’t leave him where assertive, bullying behaviors are allowed or encouraged.

Independent/Aloof

You think he may have a hearing problem (to be sure he doesn’t check page 30). He often lies by himself across the room, rarely leans against you, paws you or nudges you for attention. He walks off or turns away almost the moment you start to pet him. He’s not a big tail wagger—he wags for a few people and that’s about it. After the initial sniff (if that), he shows little interest in strangers. He is prone to wandering off without a look back and rarely “checks in” with you.

What Helps

•   Having him work for everything he gets—either you become relevant real fast or your puppy learns to ignore you. Your choice.

•   START training. Focus on the entire Level I course as described in Chapter 3. It all helps this type of puppy succeed.

•   Making your attention brief so it (a) doesn’t overwhelm your puppy and (b) stops before he disconnects.

•   Keep treats in your pocket and give one anytime the puppy happens to come up to you, look at you, head your way. When you walk past him, toss him a cookie.

•   Ignore the puppy a lot, especially if he decides to lie down close to you. Too much attention can send him to the other side of the room, so give him brief verbal praise then let him be.

•   Move away from your puppy before he moves away from you. By creating a situation where he follows, you build his desire to do so.

•   Start the Placement Sit and the Guided Down (pages 88 and 92) as quickly as you can so you can insist when he doesn’t quite feel like it, which may be often.

•   Take him to new places where you are his safe harbor.

•   Establish a crating routine where he looks forward to being with you.

What Hurts

•   Too much attention, too often—anything that encourages him to disconnect.

•   Anything that drives your puppy away from you.

•   Allowing him to “do his own thing.”

•   Be careful with Space Games as such pups are often sensitive to these since they have little attachment to begin with. Use partial body pivots, no staring, smiling, verbal praise, and immediate backing away to help them learn without disconnecting.

•   Thinking that not making demands will make him “like” you more—it is just the opposite with many such dogs.

•   Being inconsistent is a big mistake with these puppies. They are barely interested at best; don’t give them cause to think that is right.

Appropriate/Social
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Mouth open, body relaxed—this Petit Basset Griffon Vendeen puppy is having a ball! LISEL DORESTE HAMILTON

This puppy loves people. He sometimes hesitates for a few seconds before approaching but he always approaches, often with ears back and tail wagging at level of the spine or slightly above or below. He takes a moment to start to explore new places and avoids the center of a new room for a bit, sticking closer to edges but not always underneath things. This puppy jumps up but not at you, licks as much as he mouths, and responds to an upset human with an ears-back apology.

What Helps

•   Enjoy them! Count your blessings!

•   Reward what you want, starting as soon as possible.

•   Develop his self-control, as good self-control will make your life easier and his world safer.

•   Socialize. This is easy to skip with the easy pups, but every puppy needs it.

What Hurts

•   Using their sweetness as an excuse not to teach or to allow bad habits. We call this the “He’s so good” excuse. That is something like saying my child is so nice and sweet he doesn’t need manners or school.

•   Giving him too much freedom too fast—indoors and out. He’s still a puppy; he needs time and practice to learn to be well behaved and consistent.

Reactive/Energetic

This puppy leaps, spins, races, barks, and jumps—all at once. When you try to calm him down, he does more—and starts mouthing. He’s hard to pet as he squirms and mouths whenever you touch him. You’ve pretty much stopped having guests over because it is just too embarrassing and difficult. Other dogs seem to hate him on sight and are aggressive or pin him all the time.

What Helps

•   Calm. Acting the way you want him to act is not optional.

•   Get to Good! Focus on rewarding what you want rather than on stopping the “bad” stuff.

•   Encourage self-control. Holding him back on lead only creates more frenzied behavior.

•   Make every interaction count. These dogs are usually extremely bright. Using that mind tires and calms, these pups in a way that physical exercise simply cannot.

What Hurts

•   Getting angry or intense. These dogs react to your emotions. If you want a calmer puppy, become calmer yourself. And if you have a hard time doing that, imagine how difficult it is for your puppy!

•   Rough, wild play—he doesn’t need to practice this; he needs to practice self-control.

•   Most day cares and dog parks will only encourage the worst in him. Handpick calm companions for him to play with and make sure he cannot intimidate or overwhelm them. Older dogs are usually the best bet.

Sensitive/Shy

Your puppy has a hard time meeting new people. He tries to come closer but can’t quite make it, or he comes up slowly, ears back, tail and head low. New sights and sounds frequently scare him—and it takes him a while to calm down enough to explore them. In new places, he stays with you or explores by sticking close to a wall or edge. He is very sensitive to people with loud or angry voices or who move in ways he isn’t used to. When frightened, he runs to you rather than running off by himself.
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Hiding behind his person, this Schnauzer peeks out. Tail down, ears out of sight—this puppy is overwhelmed.

What Helps

•   Check It Out (page 110) and Near Is Dear (page 110) and a lot of both! You need to create then practice confidence.

•   All the Trust and Attention Games (see Chapters 2 through 5). The more you carefully expose your puppy to, the more confident he will become.

•   Classes, especially a small, well-run puppy class.

•   Socialize, socialize, socialize—in small increments. See “Sensitive/Shy: Help for Our Wallflowers” (page 316).

What Hurts

•   Avoiding new things because they scare the dog. Avoidance will never teach your puppy to be more confident—in fact, it leaves him wallowing in his fears. To be more confident, practice confidence.

•   Don’t use a lot of loud sound corrections with these puppies. They may work—too well. They need to be made more confident about sudden noises, not made fearful of them.

•   Babying your pup. Since you get what you pet what are you creating by constantly petting a fearful, anxious, or worried puppy?

Avoidant/Fearful

Unlike the Sensitive/Shy puppy who is well attached to you but unsure of the world, the Avoidant/Fearful puppy doesn’t trust you much and others even less. When nervous or unsure, he moves away and hides rather than coming to you for comfort. PJ was this sort of puppy. She, like many in the category, had little human handling during the first two months of her life. Job one with these puppies is to get the bond going with you. This can be a difficult but rewarding task. Some puppies can never be brought around fully, and what can be done may take months, or even years, to do well.

What Helps

•   Exposing them to new things often and in small doses so they are successful.

•   Reward every social interaction he has with you with a treat, then move away before he has a chance to leave on his own. We want to stop him from practicing retreat while not forcing him to stay near to you. So treat, then walk away. If he follows, great! Well done! Now do it again.

•   Hand-feed, if you can, always backing away a few steps after each handful—keep feeding then backing away.

•   Be careful with Space Games, which are outlined in Chapters 2 through 5, as these pups are often extremely sensitive. Use partial body pivots, then immediately move away to help them learn without retreating. Stay relaxed, smile but no staring.

•   Trust Games are your main focus. Do everything suggested but spend more time on those than on any other.

•   Keep the pup on lead with you as much as you can.

What Hurts

•   Lots of bending over, grabbing and overwhelming the puppy.

•   Trying to “make” him be friendly to others by forcing interaction, staring at him, reaching toward or coming forward when praising him, or allowing him to practice disconnecting and backing away instead of you backing away before he does.

•   Rewarding hiding with attention.

•   Giving up. You are his only hope of becoming more social—don’t give up! It can take some time, but every tiny step forward is a step in the right direction.

Your puppy, like ours, is as unique as a snowflake. No one single category will ever describe each one completely but having guidelines gives you a direction to take and things to avoid. Remember, potential is in the eye of the beholder. Use labels to inform but not to imprison; we’ve seen puppies labeled all sorts of things grow beyond all possibilities with a dedicated person in their corner.

PUPPY AGES AND STAGES

Now that you have some idea of who your puppy is, let’s look at the normal stages of canine development. This way you’ll know what to expect at various times along this journey.

How “Old” Is My Puppy?

Each year in a dog’s life is not equal to seven years as we used to think. The chart below is the new comparison between dog and human ages. It is amazing how fast they mature! So next time your five-month-old puppy tries to grab something from your hand, ask yourself, What would I do if my ten-year-old child tried that?



	Dog’s Age
	Human Equivalent



	5 months
	10 years



	8 months
	13 years



	10 months
	14 years



	12 months
	15 years



	18 months
	20 years



	24 months
	24 years




Birth to Three Months: The Age of Attraction

Puppies are born deaf, blind, barely mobile, and unable either to warm up or cool off on their own. Within the first month, their eyes open, their ears open, they begin to be able to regulate their own temperature, and their baby teeth arrive.
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In the second month of life, puppies become learning machines. They are now walking, running, and jumping with the brain functions of an adult dog. The play and bickering with siblings teaches puppies critical life lessons. Those sharp baby teeth help bring home important rules about how and when to use aggression as well as how to inhibit it. Momma dog will begin setting rules, which she should be allowed to do.

The third month is all about learning through play, interaction, and exploration. Things that get done and shown in this time period (and things that don’t) can impact your puppy for his or her lifetime. That said, please don’t panic if your puppy’s early life was less than ideal. Every puppy has some good and bad things happen when growing up, just like every person. The stable, resilient, and/or bold pups bounce back pretty easily. The reactive, sensitive pups can take longer and may need you to help them.
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Like ducklings, little puppies follow during the age of attraction (or at least most do most of the time). This will fade later, but taking walks in safe areas early is great fun! CJ PUOTINEN

PJ came to us after September 11, 2001, when many New York City shelters stopped taking in dogs and cats as they braced themselves for what they feared would be thousands of animals left behind by people who perished in the towers. By the time PJ made her way to us, she was about nine weeks old, and had rarely been handled by people; she had an extremely low opinion of us as a species. It took a long time to help her over the biggest of her doubts, but we would not trade our funny, quirky, brilliant companion for anything. She is unique. She is PJ.

The age of attraction, which runs from about two to five months of age, is when the instinct to follow and be submissive to the family adults is strongest. Wandering off or losing track of the group could mean death in the wild. Your puppy will probably try to stick with you and will get nervous when he can’t. He will be at his most willing to comply with your wishes and his most eager to be with you at this stage. This passes, so enjoy it (and use it) while it is here.

Remember through this time period that by the end of it, your puppy will have been on the planet fewer than 100 days! That’s 100 days that included birth through family life through leaving home, adoption by people he never met, and a new life with new rules. This is pretty amazing and pretty amazingly stressful. Keep learning light and fun; he hasn’t been here long and is just learning the ropes.

Sensitive/Fear Period

Somewhere between seven and twelve weeks of age, most puppies go through a sensitivity or fear period. This too is normal, and served good purpose in the wild, where a little caution was a protective thing as the pups explored outside of the den.

This stage usually passes on its own in a few days or a few weeks, though for some puppies it can take a month or longer. During this stage, your puppy may have bigger reactions to smaller things. A sudden noise, a piece of trash, a strange dog walking toward him may send ‘ him flying backward, yipping as he goes. Just last week, Sarah had Pip at a pet-supply store buying kibble. When she dropped two large bags on the counter, the sound frightened Pip, who blamed the people next in line. Suddenly she found them frightening, backing away, and trying to run. Sarah laughed and practiced some Check It Out (page 139) until Pip calmed a bit. Things like this are going to happen. Your puppy who feared nothing yesterday may jump at a leaf blowing today.
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Want to help your puppy during this period? Act the way you want him to act. Be casual, confident, and calm. Smile and laugh, have fun, model a nice relaxed response. This may or may not help immediately, but it helps over the long haul. Some pups need a bit of calm, relaxed stroking or massage to regroup before continuing on. This can be done with a “You’re fine—let’s get on with it” attitude—not one of fear, worry, or concern.

What will confuse matters? You acting frightened and upset too. Then your puppy may look at you and feel, “Right, I should be frightened—look at my person!” So no collapsing into a pool of oohing, ahing and nervous petting. Not sure what to do? Keep moving away from the source of the stress. Encourage his best, even if he is creeping next to you. If he can take a treat (and he’s not that frightened if he can), do some sits and tricks for a cookie. Basically, get his mind off his fear. If you cannot, get him out of there calmly. If you can’t leave, then massage and hang out with him. Do your level best to encourage confidence in your buddy.

Sarah was just at the veterinarian’s with our young Beagle, Milo. He got frightened and started to shake. Sarah stayed relaxed, keeping her breathing normal and her body at ease. She massaged him down the back when he sat next to her. She praised him calmly if he explored. She gave him slack in the lead to go and sit next to the vet. She supported him in any confident moment he had. Was this a cure-all? No. But fear isn’t fixed in one session or five. It was a good visit, and next time will be even better.

During sensitive/fear periods, try to avoid new and potentially scary places. This is not the time to take your puppy to a fireworks display (a place most dogs should never go) or local street fair. This is a wonderful time to play the Trust Games (in Chapters 2 through 5). These will build your pup’s trust in you, as well as teaching both of you what to do when he becomes frightened. This phase often passes as suddenly as it arrives.

Special Circumstances

Singleton Puppy: This is a puppy who was the only one in his or her litter. Caras, the wonderful Australian Shepherd we had for over fifteen years, was a singleton. His breeder made special efforts to handle him often, tucking him into her shirt as she went around her home. She took him everywhere, let her older, sensible, gentle but savvy dogs interact with him, and gave him one positive experience after another. Doing all this gave us a human-focused, adaptable, stable, extraordinary dog. We miss him daily.
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If he had been left in the box by himself, handled very little, never exposed to different dogs, and raised by an indulgent or novice canine mother, we could have ended up with a fearful yet pushy puppy who was quick to use his mouth when frustrated and generally a handful to live with.
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Flattened on the wall, paws tucked under, not moving, whites of eyes showing—this looks like a puppy saying “Don’t bother me” or “Where am I?”

Sick Puppy: Some puppies arrive at your home sick with parasites or kennel cough, or they injure themselves soon after arrival. Doting over such little ones is totally understandable, but it poses some risks. A puppy doesn’t know you are doting because they are sick; they simply know that you live to serve them. All the attention sets them up potentially to become quite bratty as they recover. So, as soon as you can and as soon as your puppy is able, start to work on basic commands and fun tricks. Get yourself into a working dynamic with you leading the team as quickly as you can. While all START games will help, Space, Touch, and Requirement Games are key.

Older Puppy from Limited Environment: You’ve just gotten an older puppy from rescue, a pet store, or, sadly, some puppy producer (we don’t flatter these people by calling them breeders) who never took the puppy away from home. These puppies have a great deal of catching up to do. If they have been urinating and defecating where they have to live, housebreaking may take a while to get started. Housebreaking is founded on the puppy’s desire to keep her bed clean. If that desire has been eroded, our first task is to get it back. (See “In the Crate” in “Housebreaking: Problems and Solutions” page 231.)
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