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			For my children, Courtlandt, Blaise, and Paige. My love and respect for you is at the essence of all that I am and all that I have done. The greatest gift I have been given is being your mother.


			—Dawn Sylvia-Stasiewicz


			For my parents, Rima and Saul Kay, and my dog, Higgins. The lovingkindness that is at the core of this book’s lessons I learned from you.


			—Larry Kay


		


	

			Foreword to the New Edition


			My coauthor, the late Dawn Sylvia-Stasiewicz, was a gifted dog trainer who knew that it wasn’t just the dog that needed training, but the human. I’ll never forget watching her work in one of her classes with a particularly unruly Labrador Retriever that wouldn’t keep still, let alone follow cues for sit, down, or off. That dog’s owner looked like he was about to quit the class. But Dawn matter-of-factly lured the Lab to the center of the classroom, praised him joyfully, and then lured him to sit. She praised the dog again and rewarded him with a morsel of a treat, given only after she had confirmed that the Lab had a gentle mouth. Then Dawn led the Lab across the room, pausing every couple of steps for another sit—with more praise and an occasional reward. Voilà! Magic, it seemed—especially when the Lab’s appreciative owner replicated (sort of) what Dawn had just demonstrated. Dawn praised the owner for the tiny improvement. And each week in Dawn’s class, that Lab and his owner improved slowly but surely—as did the bond between them.


			Interviewing Dawn for hundreds of hours in preparing this book gave me a front row seat in a master dog training class. It also gave me a front row seat in Dawn’s life. I heard about opera singer Helga Meyer Bullock (Sandra Bullock’s mother) discovering that her Briard had been “groomed” by Dawn’s young children, who pinned up the champion show dog’s long coat with kiddie barrettes. I heard tales of Senator Ted Kennedy sitting on the kitchen floor and cooing to his beloved dogs. I even heard the story of when Vicki Kennedy introduced Dawn to the pup that America now knows as Bo Obama, and subsequently to the First Family. Dawn may have worked with some big names, but at the heart of those stories is the blessed bond that all people can develop with our well-loved dogs.


			Beyond bringing her message to countless students through in-person teaching, Dawn’s mission was to use her platform to help the movement of positive reinforcement dog training gain traction in the wider world. That’s why Dawn would be thrilled that our book has been awarded the first Canine Life and Social Skills Award by the Association of Pet Dog Trainers (APDT) to honor its contribution to positive reinforcement dog training. Dr. Ian Dunbar, the founder of APDT, was one of Dawn’s earliest mentors as she discovered the superiority of positive reinforcement training over outdated methods that emphasize dominance, suppression, and aversion. That the Dog Writers Association of America awarded this book its Maxwell Medallion for Best Training and Behavior Book is additional testament to the growing enthusiasm for positive reinforcement methods, and to the quality of Dawn’s particular program.


			For proof that positive reinforcement training works, look no further than Dawn’s most famous four-legged client, Bo Obama. Photos of Bo’s early days at the White House show him pulling on his leash. Some people concluded that Bo wasn’t being properly trained, or that the President and his family weren’t controlling him adequately. I wanted to answer those critics, but Dawn chose to remain above the fray. “Be patient, stay positive,” she counseled me, like a true trainer. Dawn was right. Recent sightings show the President leading Bo around a pet store and cueing him to sit and lie down during an interview with kid reporters. The First Lady and Bo are often seen together with White House guests. Bo is growing up to be a wonderful family dog. “Be patient, stay positive.” Yes, Dawn was right.


			Anyone who spends five weeks training a dog knows that a flawless dog (or owner) is impossible. But I believe, just as Dawn did, that building a relationship with your dog based on trust and love—not intimidation and aggression—is a surefire way to raising the best dog ever. By following the five-week training program in this book, your dog—and you—will master the skills and develop the behaviors for a happy life together.


			Here’s wishing you and your dog a lifelong bond with lots of love, learning, and laughs.


			Positively woof,


			Larry Kay


			March 2012


			

			Foreword to the Third Printing 


			Thank you to professional dog trainers, reviewers, good humans, and especially Workman Publishing for supporting our book. Training the Best Dog Ever continues to be state-of-the-art for positive dog training. Nowadays, the positive reinforcement dog training “movement” is mainstream, taught by more professional dog trainers than ever before, now integrated with families and all kinds of specialized training programs (including K-9 police dog training), and now popularized on TV and the web.


			And speaking of the web, please enjoy the short videos that my Positively Woof crew films with shelter dogs every week. You’ll see how positive training gets shelter dogs ready for to be adopted. More than 75% of all movie dogs were shelter dogs, according to the American Humane Association, which monitors the safety and well-being of animal actors. Imagine what happens when we train shelter dogs like movie dogs. I’m sure you’ll  be inspired by the results. 


			Thank you for training your dog positively!


			Celebrate our bond,


			Larry Kay


			April 2016


			P.S. Join our more than 2,000,000 Facebook fans. Your visits help us raise funds for shelter dogs. Thanks!


			

					positivelywoof.com


					facebook.com/positivelywoof


			


			

	

			Introduction: The Call
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				Senator Edward M. Kennedy and his wife, Vicki, as they return from sailing off the coast of Hyannisport, Massachusetts, with their dogs Splash and Sunny.


			


			

			I was in the kitchen with Maude, my African Grey parrot, when the phone rang. It was Vicki Kennedy, Senator Ted Kennedy’s wife, calling.


			“Dawn,” she said to me, “I have a dog that I’d like you to evaluate. It’s another Portuguese Water Dog and he’ll be flying into Dulles in a few days. Do you have the time for this?”


			I was a little surprised to hear that Vicki had her eye on another dog. The Kennedys had three dogs already—all Porties, as this adorable black-and-white curly breed is called by those of us who love them. I’d helped the Kennedys choose their dogs from Art and Martha Stern, breeders in Texas I worked with, and had trained all three at my country home in Hume, Virginia. Senator Kennedy and Vicki had recently taken home their third Portie, a puppy named Captain Courageous, or Cappy for short. It didn’t seem likely that they’d already be looking to add another member to their family.


			“He’s not for us,” Vicki said. “We’re not sure yet where the puppy will go—we just want to see if you think he’d be good for a family with children.” I agreed to evaluate the dog, but as we were about to hang up, Vicki stopped me.


			“Oh, and Dawn,” she said. “Keep this between us for a few days, okay?”


			I drove from my home in the country to the Dulles Hilton a few days later, where I was scheduled to meet one of Senator Kennedy’s assistants and a dog named Charlie. I still knew very little about Charlie except that he was about five months old and was a littermate of Cappy’s. He had been with a family who had returned him to Art and Martha because the family’s older Portie and he didn’t get along. Martha was looking for a family to “rehome” him with.


			After picking Charlie up, I drove him to my ex-husband’s dental office, where I had an appointment scheduled to fix a chipped tooth. I carried Charlie’s crate into a private room in the back of the office and closed the door. He’d been so quiet in the car—I couldn’t wait to let him out. As soon as I opened the crate door, Charlie poked his head out. Most dogs need time to adjust after a flight and traveling in a crate, and tend to emerge very hesitant and unsure of their surroundings. Not Charlie. He was as happy as a clam and calm as a cucumber. I attached the leash I had brought for him and took him out to go potty. Back inside, I walked him around the office. He happily stopped to be petted by the staff members. I was worried that the noises of the machines would frighten him, but while I had my tooth fixed, Charlie lay quietly beside me on the floor, enjoying the new chew toy I’d bought for him.


			I fell in love with Charlie immediately. I often have a number of guest dogs boarding with me, and, as a dog trainer and dog person, I come to love all of them. But I fell hard for Charlie. He was a handsome puppy of excellent breeding and a quick learner. He got along with the other dogs in my training classes (about twelve at a time), with my own dogs, with the neighbor’s dogs, and even with my two parrots. Maude, who herself has a particular fondness for dogs, seemed to intrigue him most. He’d sniff around her cage, and Maude loved it. She’d climb down from her perch and put her beak through the wire door near his nose. “Gimme a kiss, arrh . . . That’s nice!” she’d squawk, then throw him some kibble. Charlie would catch the treat and roll on the floor, hoping for more.


			A few weeks later, Vicki called to check on Charlie.


			“He’s amazing,” I told her. “I think he’s perfectly suited for a family and to be around children. I love him so much, I’m considering keeping him myself if the people you have in mind don’t want him!”


			That’s when she broke the news: The family considering Charlie wasn’t just any family. It was the First Family.


			While some people might have collapsed with fear, I wasn’t worried at all. I looked at this job like any other job: I simply needed to prepare Charlie—or Bo, as he would eventually be known—for the home he was going to.


			I became a professional dog trainer out of a profound, abiding love of dogs. Throughout my childhood and teen years, I’d had a great fondness for my own family’s pets and for dogs in general, and I always dreamed of one day having a houseful of children and animals. In 1982, I married a man I loved deeply, who was thirteen years my senior. He was a dentist with a growing practice near D.C. We agreed that I would stay home, raise our children, and help manage his dental practice, which we moved to the first floor of our home.


			Four years after we married, we had a beautiful daughter we named Courtlandt. Fourteen months after that, we had Blaise, our son. And then, wouldn’t you know it, nine months later I was pregnant again, this time with our second daughter, Paige. Having three very young children so close in age was crazy at times. Between the years 1986 and 1993 I was either pregnant or nursing (and always changing diapers). Despite the crazy scheduling, I was in heaven and had achieved what I always wanted: a house full of kids and pets. We had as many as five dogs at one time, including Boston Terriers, a Pomeranian, a Portuguese Water Dog, Border Collies, a Flat-Coated Retriever, an Irish Water Spaniel, a Giant Schnauzer, and an Ibizan Hound. Plus: two ferrets, several pet rats, a few rabbits, numerous hamsters, four Siamese cats, one snake, and two very talkative parrots—Jules, a Yellow-naped Amazon, and Maude, our African Grey. It was hard just keeping their names straight at times and I often look back and wonder how I managed. At one point, I was nursing Paige while Jazz, my Boston Terrier, nursed her puppies. I was one of those women others called Superwoman. Every morning I would get up, feed the children, feed the dogs, feed the birds, feed the cats, get the strollers, collect the leashes (taking extra care not to put the dogs in the strollers and the leashes on the children), head out for a walk around our neighborhood or take the kids to school, return and settle the dogs in their crates, and go to work at my husband’s dental office downstairs. I was in constant motion, morning to evening. It was a hectic, frantic, wonderful life. Though my focus was on my family, I was involved in dog shows and began a side business training and boarding dogs, mainly to earn money for dog-show entry fees and conferences.


			Then, one morning in 1995, I found myself sitting at my kitchen table, stunned, as my husband told me that he didn’t want to be married any longer. At the time, our children were five, six, and seven years old. Now, without the financial security I had come to depend on, I needed to make some real money, and fast. The thought of getting a job and leaving my children every morning was unfathomable. I turned to dog training full-time, in between my children’s school and sports schedules.


			I knew from working with my own dogs that the talent I had when it came to training was special, and I had already gained a small reputation as a trainer who could teach owners how to raise dogs to be joyful, obedient, and devoted members of the family—especially families with children. That gave me some confidence as I started to spread the word about my business, and I put the deposit down on a small studio for my classes. It was such a scary but exciting time for me. Superwoman was also a business owner! I named my training program Positive Puppy Care, and later changed it to Merit Puppy Training. I continued to build up a reputation, and my list of clients grew. I moved out of our Washington home and into a house in the country: a wonderful place to live, and a perfect spot to train and board dogs.


			I think involving children in the training process is a terrific idea. It’s an experience that teaches them so many things—not only about dogs but about themselves. I certainly involved my own children, and they loved it. I held classes while they were in school in the morning, and then I’d pick them up and bring them to the next round of classes. In the evenings, my ex-husband would take them for dinner while I held more classes. I continued to expand my business, preparing dogs to compete in the show ring and, at the other end of the spectrum, teaching pet owners how to get their puppies learning at a very early age. Before long, my training services began to catch the attention of some of D.C.’s more powerful families. To be honest, I rarely paid attention to any of that. My main concern when it came to working with a family was that they were committed to training their dog and to providing a safe, happy home for their pet. In fact, I worked with Vicki and Senator Kennedy for months before I realized who they were. It was only after I received a check from them, and noticed the Edward Moore Kennedy printed on the top, that I realized that the Vicki Kennedy I had been speaking to on the phone about potty training and feeding schedules was the wife of that Ted Kennedy.


			So, yes, it had been a long road to the White House, but it was one I felt ready to take.


			Dawn Sylvia-Stasiewicz


			March 2010


	

			The Basics


			Chapter One


			My Approach to Training
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			As the mother of three children and an animal trainer for more than twenty years, I have come to understand that the lessons learned in motherhood are applicable to dog training. This book shares my dog training system, which is based on the positive reinforcement approach. Unlike the traditional training programs currently in vogue, such as the one Cesar Millan uses in the Dog Whisperer series, positive reinforcement training holds at its core that dogs learn good behavior by being rewarded for doing well, and that punishment doesn’t have to come in the form of a reprimand or, worse, physical force. In positive reinforcement training, our job is to love and respect our dogs and to reward and punish them the way we would our children. In positive reinforcement, the bottom line is that a dog is a living, breathing creation of God that desires love and security. A dog also feels pain, just as we do, and it is our job to minimize that pain.


			In my professional judgment, positive reinforcement is the best dog training system, whether you are in a family with many children or a single adult. Right now, far too many dogs are still being subjected to more traditional, punishing training techniques, including the use of choke collars and physical force. Those aversive punishment techniques focus on the “bad” things a dog does, leaving a dog to try to figure out, through trial and error, what he must do in order not to be punished. As you will read, I used to practice those traditional training methods—until I had my moment of epiphany: Positive reinforcement is better all around.


			I know that positive reinforcement works. I also know that if you stay committed to the principles of this approach, you will, by the end of this book’s five-week fundamentals course, have a happy, spirited dog. If your dog has already been trained using traditional punishment techniques, and you’re hoping to retrain her with this system, I applaud you, and I assure you that it’s possible. I’ve seen it work countless times. Positive reinforcement training has even saved so-called “death row dogs”—dogs some people thought impossible to rehabilitate—from euthanasia.


			I will guide you through each step of my program the same way I guide my students. We will start with an orientation, which will help you prepare yourself, your home, and your family for life with a dog. Next is the five-week fundamentals course, which will help you master the basics, from potty training to sit, stay, and come here. You and your dog will then graduate to tricks training, which is designed to keep your dog engaged and curious, as well as adding some elements for fun. Finally, you will discover how to make sure your dog does well in the world at large, so that you’re comfortable sharing your family’s canine experience with visitors, in your neighborhood dog park, and on the road.


			Why Train?


			First and foremost, you train your dog because you want to control his behavior. I also believe there’s another, equally important reason: Training, especially positive reinforcement training, is one of the best ways to bond with a dog. A well-trained dog that is truly connected to his owner will feel happy and safe, and have more success in our human world. Not training a dog is like not teaching a child to read: It’s wrong. The sad fate of an untrained dog—an animal unable to cope with the world—is usually a highly restricted life.


			

				When you involve your children in training, you are teaching them about safety, responsibility, caring, and what it takes to be a best friend.


			
			

			How will training make him feel happy and safe? Your dog is learning from you all the time, whether you’re taking the time to train him or not. Dogs don’t understand right and wrong as we do, but they’re always trying to figure out, through trial and error, what is safe and what is dangerous, and what feels good and what doesn’t. Since your dog is looking to you for those answers, it is best to direct his learning from the first day he enters your life. If you guide your dog to do what you want and reward him when he does it, he is more likely to do it again. In fact, as you’ll see, your dog will try to figure out what he did to get rewarded.


			A dog that feels safe will usually be a safer dog. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 4.5 million Americans are bitten by dogs every year, more than 2 million of them children. Nearly 400,000 of those children require medical attention. The vast majority of people who are bitten by dogs are bitten by one they know—either their family’s dog or a friend’s. A well-trained dog is far less likely to bite than an untrained or poorly trained dog.


			I also believe that dog training makes all of us better humans; it can certainly help us instill good values in our children. When you involve your children in training, as I hope you will, not only are you helping your dog to enjoy children, you are teaching your children about safety, responsibility, caring, and what it takes to be a best friend.


			Finally, as I said above, training is one of the best ways to bond with our dogs. If you’ve been the owner of a pet with which you’ve felt exceptionally bonded, you know that this type of relationship brings countless rewards. I loved witnessing the extraordinarily close relationship Senator Kennedy had with his dogs, especially Splash. Their relationship was legendary on Capitol Hill. Whenever I boarded the three Kennedy dogs in my home, and I took them back to the family, the Senator would interrupt whatever he was doing or whomever he was meeting with to greet the dogs and me. This lion of a man turned into a boy when he got down on the floor and played with his dogs. One evening, when the Senator came to my house to pick up Splash on his way home from the airport, the two of them were so noisy with glee that my daughter Paige rushed downstairs to see what all the commotion was. When I introduced her to Senator Kennedy, she was speechless that this man frolicking on the floor of her home was the same man she had seen so many times on television—so speechless that she quickly but politely excused herself and went back upstairs to finish her homework.


			I had another client named Nat, whose yellow Labrador Retriever, Zack, often boarded with me. They were so closely bonded that Zack knew when Nat was coming to pick him up. Zack would start pacing and hanging around the foyer, sometimes even picking up his doggy backpack and carrying it to the door. Without fail, about five minutes later, the doorbell would ring and there would be Nat. I began to test Zack, seeing if I could throw him off track. I would put his backpack out early, as if I knew that it was time for him to leave, but Zack never bought it. I would ask Nat to vary his evening arrival time, but that didn’t work, either. Zack always knew. I don’t know how Zack was able to do this, but I do know that to have such a powerful human-dog relationship is an extraordinary life experience.


			Why Commit to Positive Reinforcement Dog Training?


			The idea that dogs can—and should—be trained through positive reinforcement, rather than aversive punishment, was first formally developed by Ian Dunbar, a veterinarian with a doctorate in animal behavior. As he says, punishment does not have to be nasty, scary, or painful. Therefore, if it doesn’t have to be, then it shouldn’t be. For dogs, withholding a reward is punishment enough and is, in fact, more effective than physical punishment.


			Let me use a real-life story to illustrate how dogs are trained using positive reinforcement, compared to traditional, aversive techniques. I once had a client named Peter, who came to my class at the Boys and Girls Club in Georgetown, distraught that his Australian Shepherd, Wallaby, wouldn’t stop jumping. No matter how much Peter reprimanded Wallaby, the dog just loved to jump. Because Peter had been taught to use aversive punishment techniques, he would try to stop Wallaby from jumping by kneeing him in the chest when he jumped. It wasn’t working. Wallaby kept jumping. He didn’t understand that jumping was bad—he is, after all, a dog, and some dogs naturally love to jump. To Wallaby, Peter’s kneeing felt like random bullying.


			Rather than have Peter punish Wallaby for doing something bad, I wanted to help him learn to reward Wallaby for doing something good. I worked with them, using a positive reinforcement protocol that I’ve found extremely effective in getting dogs to stop jumping. First, I had Peter greet Wallaby only when Wallaby was sitting. If Wallaby jumped, Peter ignored him. Peter just kept quiet, turned his back, and refused to pay Wallaby any attention. But when Wallaby sat, he found something amazing happened: He got a treat. And not just any treat, but his favorite treat, a stuffed Kong (a nearly indestructible rubber chew toy with a hollow center that can be stuffed with all kinds of treats). When Wallaby jumped, there was no treat (nor were there any more knees to his chest). In time, Wallaby figured out that there was a clear pattern here: If he jumped, he got no treat. But if he sat? Well, jackpot! It took about five weeks of class time, plus Peter’s patient practicing of this technique at home, but by the end of the exercise, Wallaby no longer jumped.


			A few weeks later, Peter returned to class, upset that Wallaby had started jumping again. I asked Peter if he was consistently using the Kong technique we had practiced. Peter hesitated. “Well . . . sometimes.” Aha! As you’ll see, inconsistent training is the most common cause of good behaviors falling apart. I worked with Peter on another technique: I had him encourage Wallaby to jump. That’s right: We rewarded Wallaby for doing this “bad behavior” that he was already really good at. I had Peter ask Wallaby to jump at random times when Wallaby was least expecting it, even in the middle of class when we were working on something else. Over and over, Wallaby was rewarded with lavish praise and treats, just for jumping when asked to. If he jumped when Peter didn’t ask, he got no reward. Instead, Peter turned his back.


			Then a funny thing happened. Wallaby began to anticipate when Peter was about to ask him to jump and would wait for Peter’s cue, knowing that he would be rewarded. Before long, Wallaby knew that he was rewarded for jumping only when Peter cued him by saying, “Wallaby, Kangaroo!” As Peter succeeded in controlling his dog’s jumping, he also taught Wallaby impulse control and turned this previously bad behavior into a fun trick they both enjoyed!
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			Peter’s story helps illustrate that a punishment doesn’t always have to be a physical reprimand like kneeing your dog in the chest, which could easily have taught Wallaby not to approach Peter at all. A punishment can also be a withheld reward, as long as it reduces the immediately preceding behavior so that it’s less likely to occur in the future. In other words: Peter did punish Wallaby. How? If Wallaby jumped when Peter didn’t ask for a jump, Peter didn’t give Wallaby praise or a treat, but instead turned away and ignored him. Not giving a reward becomes the punishment. We call this a negative punishment, meaning Wallaby’s punishment is that he did not get any reward that he valued (Peter’s attention or a treat). Negative punishment is similar to grounding an older child, giving a young child a time-out, or revoking the much desired television time in the evening. It is taking away a privilege.


			A positive punishment would have been Peter’s physically reprimanding Wallaby with, say, a knee to the chest when Wallaby tried to jump. With a child, positive punishment might be being yelled at or getting a spanking. If all a parent did was spank a child when he didn’t behave, then the child’s only reward would be not getting spanked—which is called negative reinforcement. (Child Protective Services would have other names for it.)
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			This concept of negative vs. positive isn’t about bad vs. good. Negative means taking away; positive means giving. So, positive reinforcement means giving a reinforcement or reward. Negative punishment means not giving that reward. Positive reinforcement dog training is reward-oriented, which is why we use both positive reinforcement (giving rewards) and negative punishment (taking away rewards). Traditional dog training is punishment oriented. It emphasizes positive punishment (giving a physical correction such as a sharp rebuke or a yank on a choke chain) and negative reinforcement (taking away the punishment, such as not yanking the choke chain).


			This distinction between negative and positive can be a little tricky to understand, so let’s go back to Peter and Wallaby. Peter used the positive reinforcement model to change Wallaby’s behavior by effectively saying, “I like your jumping; do that some more.” The reward reinforced Wallaby’s positive behavior. Peter punished Wallaby using negative punishment: no praise or treats if Wallaby jumped when Peter didn’t ask him to, which meant, “You can jump all day, but I’m ignoring you. Doing that is worth nothing.”


			Let’s imagine that Peter continued to use the traditional, aversive training model. If Wallaby jumped on Peter, then Peter would be obligated to give the dog a positive punishment, a physical or verbal reprimand. This positive punishment would be designed to tell Wallaby, “Don’t jump.” When Wallaby didn’t jump, Peter would do nothing, which would be a negative reward: Wallaby wouldn’t get the punishment. In other words, Peter would be trying to tell Wallaby, “It’s not bad to not jump.” The negative reward would be an attempt to reinforce Wallaby’s positive behavior (not jumping).


			In my professional opinion, there’s a flaw in that logic. Wallaby is never told specifically that he did the right thing—that not jumping is what Peter wants. Wallaby has to figure out what to do by process of elimination, but he is never told when he gets it right. Even a rat searching a maze finally gets a reward when he finds the cheese. A dog that has been trained only through the aversive punishment model has to figure it all out on his own. That requires abstract thinking, something that dogs’ brains aren’t wired to do.


			Moreover, when an animal is given “the stick” too many times, he either rebels or gives up and loses his spirit. Traditional trainers look forward to the moment in training when the dog gives up. They believe that the animal’s weakened state of surrender is the moment when they can then build up desired behaviors. While that approach might be effective for extreme cases involving severe dog behavior problems under the care of a very skilled and experienced trainer like Cesar Millan, it is a dangerous weapon in the hands of the average dog owner, and even more dangerous in the hands of a child.


			In fact, the American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior (AVSAB) is very concerned about the idea of families using Cesar Millan’s aversive punishment methods. In a recent position statement, the AVSAB gives nine reasons why aversive punishment can be ineffective and possibly dangerous, especially in the hands of an unskilled nonprofessional. They warn that it can trigger or even “cause aggressive behavior.” They also caution that such training can suppress aggressive behaviors while making the dog more fearful, which makes that dog more likely to attack without warning.


			What About Being Leader of the Pack?


			Many traditional dog trainers who use aversive punishment techniques claim that we positive reinforcement folks don’t understand dog pack psychology. They say that dogs desire a strong leader to dominate them and tell them what to do. Traditional trainers say that if the dog doesn’t recognize you as the alpha dog, the leader of the pack, the dog will feel the need to become the leader and will end up being in charge of you.


			It is true that dogs like to know who the leader is. But I believe that traditional dog trainers get themselves into trouble by concluding that the only kind of leadership that a dog respects is a bully boss who will yank him around by a choke chain; who will flip him on his back and sit on him, in what we trainers call the alpha roll position; who will give a dog only aversive correction.


			Good leaders don’t have to act like bullies to command respect—not in the human world or in the dog pack. Pet dogs don’t need to be bullied to become your loyal follower. Pet dogs love to follow leaders who provide food, shelter, and safety: leaders they see as benevolent and fair. Good pack leaders provide social experiences and lots of fun.


			“Stop the Violence”


			I am concerned about what happens to people when they harm an animal or—in the case of our children—see an animal get harmed, even if it’s in the spirit of so-called training. If you’ll allow me to get on my soapbox for a moment, I also believe that positive dog training strengthens our families and communities. This is one way in which we can stop the cycle of violence. Unfortunately, it’s far too common that a youngster who first learns to commit violence against animals graduates to committing violence against people.


			The American Humane Association has launched a major initiative called The Link to study the connection between animal cruelty and human violence. The organization that issues the “No Animals Were Harmed” disclaimer for movies and TV shows, American Humane reports that violent criminals were significantly more likely than nonviolent offenders to have “committed childhood acts of cruelty toward pets” and that abuse against animals occurs in an overwhelming majority of households where there is documented child abuse and neglect.


			If your child (or her friend) abuses or harms a pet, it’s best to discuss it with her (or the friend’s parent) immediately. If she has seen an animal being hurt, reassure her that you will do everything you can to help that animal. Praise her for being compassionate. Ask if she has ever hurt an animal; if she has, thank her for telling you, then together gently pet your dog (unless the dog is fearful). Remind your child that it is never okay to hurt an animal, and praise her once more for being a good kid who cares.


			Retraining a Traditionally Trained Dog


			My dog Ebony and I are proof that traditionally trained dogs and pet owners can be retrained to work in a more positive way, focusing on reinforcing good behaviors rather than on what the dog has done wrong. When I first started working with my dogs, I learned to train in the “old school” aversive style that I now preach against. At the time, it was difficult to find an alternative because, well, there wasn’t any. That was the way things were done, and it never occurred to me to question it until Ebony taught me otherwise.


			Ebony was my first Portuguese Water Dog. I got her in the late 1980s with every intention of training her as a show dog. I soon found out, however, that she was dysplastic in one hip and carried the gene for progressive retinal atrophy. It would have been unethical to show her, earn a championship title, and then breed her. And so I didn’t.


			

			

				Good leaders don’t have to act like bullies to command respect—not in the human world or in the dog pack.


			


			

			Instead, I took Ebony to the obedience ring, in which your dog is judged on how well she can obey cues and commands and follow your lead. To prepare her for the competitions, I trained with her on my own and with many other trainers, privately and in classes. Despite the hours we put in, Ebony didn’t score well at the competitions. I kept trying, going to many competitions run by the American Kennel Club. Ebony progressed, but I could tell that something was off for her. She didn’t like the choke chain and she lagged unhappily, with her tail tucked during practice and at obedience matches. She wasn’t having any fun.
			

			In 1991, I decided to stop tormenting poor Ebony; instead of entering competitions, we just went to watch. My kids were all very young, but I just loaded them, a diaper bag, the dogs, and their supplies into the car and off we’d go. When we got there, the kids would play, and I would watch the shows, taking notes. Afterward, I’d try to talk to the best trainers and pick their brains about how they got their dogs to perform so well. I was particularly taken by one superb trainer, Joan Woodard. Her dogs, a Golden Retriever and an Airedale Terrier, performed beautifully. What surprised me the most was that they were not wearing choke collars. I’d never seen that before. I tracked Joan down after one match.


			“I saw you in the ring,” I said to her. “Your dogs worked beautifully and you’re not even using choke collars.”


			Joan smiled and pointed to Ebony’s choke collar. “Too bad,” she said. “But thank you for admiring my dogs’ work.” And then she walked away.


			I understand now that she probably didn’t want to waste time on another one of us choke folk, but I wouldn’t give up. I kept after Joan, show after show, until I finally wore her down. She explained that there was a bit of a movement happening in dog training circles, and agreed to introduce me to a small, close-knit group of trainers who were doing things a different way.


			The next week, I drove with Ebony to a class that Joan held in positive reinforcement techniques. I felt as if I were entering an underground fringe group, and in many ways I was. This type of training was such a departure from what I had been accustomed to—to what I had been training others to do, as well—that I was amazed by how remarkably obedient, highly focused, and, most of all, happy the dogs in this room were. There were no choke collars, no physical corrections. Instead, there were treats and toys—lots of them. Even that was a difference. In traditional punishment-oriented training classes, treats are not allowed because, the thinking goes, they spoil dogs and make owners “soft.”


			The more I attended Joan’s positive reinforcement classes, the more I got it. I began using this method with my own dogs, who took to it right away. Ebony, in particular, seemed like a completely different dog: She was spirited and joyful. And she loved training. She even loved her leash. Prior to this, she’d sulk and become dispirited when I put it on her, probably because she knew that before long, I’d be tugging at her neck and reprimanding her harshly. But after I began to train her with the methods of positive reinforcement, she would perk up when she saw me get the leash.


			I never looked back.


			Around that time, Dr. Ian Dunbar founded the Association of Pet Dog Trainers (APDT), a membership organization dedicated to promoting positive reinforcement training. I went to my first APDT conference in 1994, where I became even more inspired by many of the most dedicated dog trainers from around the country. I took along my (excuse the pun) dog-eared copy of Dr. Dunbar’s 1979 landmark book, Dog Behavior, for him to autograph. Since that time, Dr. Dunbar has encouraged my work in positive reinforcement dog training, and we continue to exchange ideas, especially about dog training for families with children. I remain grateful to Dr. Dunbar and to Joan Woodard, my first positive reinforcement trainer, for helping me cross over.


			I also remain eternally grateful to my dog Ebony, who passed away in 1995 at the young age of not yet seven years, having lasted only six months after being diagnosed with kidney failure. Ebony patiently showed me what a fast learner and happy dog she could be if I just rewarded her for all the good behaviors she offered me.


			Rehabilitating Problem Dogs


			There are some instances in which a dog is too fearful or damaged to be rehabilitated, but if a dog can be rehabilitated, I firmly believe that positive reinforcement is the way to go.


			Consider the most extreme case of animal abuse to garner public attention in recent history: Michael Vick’s dogs. Who could have believed it? The quarterback for the Atlanta Falcons, convicted of running a dogfighting ring? Among the 47 dogs taken into custody, 22 were evaluated as beyond rehabilitation under the supervision of a guardian/special master appointed by the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of Virginia. With the support of many experts, including some national humane organizations, these 22 “toughest case” pit bulls were slated for euthanasia.


			While those dogs were on death row, Best Friends Animal Society petitioned the court to be allowed to reevaluate them, and was then granted court permission to rehabilitate the dogs under continued supervision of the federal court’s special master. Best Friends practices only positive reinforcement methods at its Kanab, Utah, sanctuary. When the 22 Vicktory Dogs, as these pit bulls have become known, arrived at Best Friends’ Dogtown Sanctuary, they were either frighteningly aggressive or completely shut down. Dogtown Manager John Garcia told us in interviews for this book that through positive reinforcement training, the Vicktory Dogs learned to trust people and came to believe that the world was a safe place, filled with benevolent people who would not harm them. Ann Allums was one of the trainers responsible for the Vicktory Dogs’ rehabilitation. As she explains, had they used aversive training techniques, not only would these dogs have failed to be rehabilitated, they would likely have gotten worse, as typically happens to dogs with unchecked behavior problems. Today, some of the Vicktory Dogs have already earned their Canine Good Citizenship certificate (which we’ll discuss in Appendix 1) and have been placed in private homes.


			The Essentials: Patience and Practice


			Before you embark on this training program—from preparation, to the fundamentals course, and on to more advanced tricks training—I first want to applaud you for making the commitment to train your dog using positive reinforcement. And then I want to remind you that it won’t always be easy. This program—and, indeed, any training program—will require a lot from your dog, and it will also require some things from you: mainly, consistent, patient practice. I want you to begin to keep in mind that every interaction with your dog is a training opportunity, starting, as I have said, with the moment he first walks into your home. I want you to know that the hard work happens between our classes, when I’ll ask you to practice what you’ve learned, with constancy and consistency. I want you to do your homework assignments. I want you to understand that training includes making time for exercise, brushing, petting, and play.


			This consistent, patient practice is what will make the difference between having a dog that is highly trained and spirited and one that is frustrated and unsure. Patient practice will teach your dog that his good behavior is appreciated and desired and will be rewarded. Patient practice will remind your dog, again and again, that he is a good dog who deserves the loving care that you give him. Patient practice will create an essential bond.


			I believe that consistent, patient practice will also do wonders for you. The more you practice, the more confident you’ll become. The same goes for children. I encourage you to involve your children in this program and the tasks and homework assignments. Successful dog training experiences can help teach children to take responsibility and to make and keep a commitment. If they become frustrated by the amount of time or consistent work that dog training requires, or with their dog’s inability to master something quickly, we have an opportunity to show them that hard work pays off. So many times, I have seen children and families transformed through dog training. It is an opportunity to learn about ourselves, to become more understanding and accepting, and to laugh at our mistakes and challenges.


			Believe me, if you commit to training your dog now and to following the lessons in this book, your work will pay off. Before long you will begin to reap the countless wonderful, life-enriching rewards of having a well-behaved, well-socialized best friend.


			Now, let’s get started.


	

			Chapter Two


			Preparing for Dog Training
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			I hope that you’re reading this before you’ve brought your dog home, because the first question to consider in dog training is also the one I believe to be the most fundamental: Why are you getting a dog? If you’ve already found the new love of your life, you still ought to ask yourself that all-important question.


			The “right” reason to get a dog is that you want a companion and are at a point in your life where you know that you have the time and lifestyle not only to care for your dog but to care for him well. You are fully aware of the commitment a dog requires, and are prepared and equipped to honor that commitment. You’re emotionally ready to give part of yourself to raising this animal that is completely dependent on you for his survival and well-being. Your finances are reasonably in order. Remember, desperately wanting a dog doesn’t always mean that the time is right for getting a dog. If you’re at an emotionally low moment in your life and are thinking of getting a dog to help you deal with depression or loneliness, I want you to really think about this decision before you take on the added responsibility. It’s natural to want everyone to love your dog, but you should not get a dog in order to get approval or fulfillment from others.


			If you are thinking of getting a dog for your child, while you yourself feel unsure about committing to a pet, I’d advise against doing it, because you must assume that you are going to be that dog’s chief caretaker, despite your child’s promises to the contrary. If you are thinking of getting your current dog a companion, be careful of falling into what dog trainers call second dog syndrome, in which you end up exerting less energy and spending less one-on-one time with the new dog than he needs, causing him to bond with your existing pet rather than with you. Second dog syndrome interferes with the bond you need to build with your new dog in order to train him successfully.


			If, after giving these questions a lot of consideration, you determine that you are ready, congratulations are in order. The decision to bring a dog into your home and your family is, I believe, one of the most exciting, rewarding, and enriching decisions you can make.


			Choosing the Right Dog for You


			As any family with a dog will tell you, choosing the right pet for your family can be complicated. There are so many factors to consider. Would you prefer to rehome an older dog that is already trained? Are allergies an issue? If so, do you need to look for a breed that doesn’t shed? Are you open to the joys (and mysteries!) of having a mixed-breed dog? What kind of dog will fit into your lifestyle, whether that means taking vigorous hikes every weekend or staying pretty close to home? Do you travel often? If so, would you find it easier to travel with a smaller dog that you can carry in the cabin of the airplane with you? What about big dogs? Most big dogs require a lot of space and eat more than smaller dogs, so is space or the cost of food an issue for you right now?


			Once you figure out what kind of dog is best for your family, you need to decide whether your preference is to adopt a dog from a shelter or rescue organization or to purchase one from a breeder.


			Adopting from a Shelter
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					Different breeds have their charms—but all dogs are not good choices for all people.


				


				

			If you are open to the idea of adopting your family’s new best friend from an animal shelter, I’d like to thank you. According to the Humane Society of the United States, on average, between 15,000 and 20,000 dogs and cats are taken in at animal shelters every day across America. These adorable, lovable animals are just waiting for their new homes, and they are desperate to start a new chapter in their lives.


						

			

				Learn as much as you can about the history of the dog you are considering.


			


			

			

			Seeing dozens if not hundreds of adorable puppies and dogs at one time can make the head spin, so plan your shelter visits carefully. While you want to have an emotional connection to the pet you take home, you also want to make sure that you engage your rational brain in the process. Try to learn as much as you can about the history of the dog you are considering, and try to figure out if the dog is, or can easily become, well socialized with people and other dogs. For a rescued puppy, ask if she arrived with littermates, and find out what you can about those littermates. Was the dog found as a stray or given up by an owner? If she was given up, ask why. Occasionally (and unfortunately) dogs are given up simply because they have outgrown their cuteness (or because post-holiday doubts have set in). Ask if the dog has been potty and crate trained. What is the dog like with other dogs? Does she growl? Does she guard food or toys? Can you take a toy (or a shoe) from her mouth? How is she with children? Has she ever bitten someone? What is she like when she is touched and picked up?


			There are no questions you can’t ask. Remember this key fact: You are making a commitment to this dog for the duration of her life. Some reputable rescue organizations work with an animal behaviorist, a behavior specialist, or an experienced professional dog trainer to evaluate each dog that has been given up for rehoming or found abandoned; however, many shelters and rescue organizations are woefully underfunded. Their dedicated staff struggle to meet the demands of caring for the skyrocketing number of abandoned animals, and are unable to provide behavior evaluations for each one. In that case, if possible, enlist the help of an experienced, professional dog trainer to go with you to evaluate the dog once you have made your choice. Even if you need to pay for the trainer’s time, it will be money well spent.


			Working with a Breeder


			If you choose to go the purebred route, the first thing to understand is the big difference between good breeders and bad ones. Some unscrupulous people set up factory farms to breed puppies as a cash crop. Many pet stores that sell puppies have purchased them from these puppy mills, so it is best to deal directly with the breeder. Educate yourself so that you do not accidentally support this cruel and unethical business. Check references: You may be unknowingly encountering a puppy mill if a breeder does not allow you to see his facility, has several breeds or litters for sale at the same time, offers to ship you a dog without interviewing you in person, won’t talk at length with you on the phone, or won’t offer the names and numbers of owners who have purchased puppies from him in the past. Although some puppy mills are regulated, they are all inhumane and should really be avoided altogether.


						

			

				Good breeders will match you with your puppy.


			


			

			You will need to do some research to locate good-quality breeders. If you are researching particular breeds, get to know people at local breed clubs, American Kennel Club (AKC) conformation dog shows, and dog obedience trials. Talk to veterinarians; perhaps they will be willing to offer the names of clients for you to interview as part of your research. The AKC offers extensive programs that support quality breeding, including breeder education, registration, kennel standards, and inspections. The AKC’s Canine Health Foundation (akcchf.org) offers a comprehensive list of breed-specific concerns and makes available a vast online research library.


			What the breeder charges may seem like a lot of money, but it is a small investment compared to what you’ll pay to maintain your dog over his lifetime, and it is money well spent when you consider what a breeder provides you with: information about pedigree, detailed vet records, and a disclosure of all health issues. Most will microchip each puppy with an identification chip injected safely under the skin. Good breeders will tell you what and when to feed your dog; they’ll inform you about any food allergies. Good breeders know how each puppy is developing. When you visit a good-quality breeder, everything about the dogs will appear to be happy and healthy: The puppies will be playful, well socialized, interested in visitors, and they’ll be living in a clean and properly heated area. Also, a good breeder will not allow you to take the puppy until it is at least seven weeks old. This is important because puppies tend to be far better socialized and developed when they have those full seven weeks with their mother and littermates.


			Good breeders will also expect as much of you as you do of them. They will interview you extensively: about your knowledge of and experience with dogs, the suitability and safety of your home, as well as your commitment to training and to the puppy’s general welfare. They will likely match you with the puppy they believe has the right temperament for your family and fits your level of experience with dogs. They may ask for references from your veterinarian or others. Usually, they will want your whole family to visit their puppies, sometimes more than once, and some may also offer to let you meet the dam (mother) before she gives birth so she can be comfortable with you.


			And there’s more: You will be asked to sign a contract that requires you to return the dog to them if you decide you cannot keep him at any point, though most breeders offer a refund only if the dog is returned within the first year. Since you and your dog will become a living part of their reputation, your breeder will want to stay in touch with you regarding your puppy’s development, as well as his health and behavior.


			Once you locate the breeder you want to work with, be willing to wait. Good breeders do not always have puppies for sale. They specialize in one or two breeds and typically whelp the litter in their own home. This takes time, but in the long run, it will be worth the wait.


			Your Training Goals and Plan


			As I sit down to write today, Boz, a two-year-old Border Collie, is curled up at my feet. Last spring, I lost Saxon, my beloved Giant Schnauzer, to cancer. As anyone who has lost a pet knows, it’s a devastating and heartbreaking experience, and I may never get over the loss of Saxon. But about eight months after he died, I found myself wanting a new dog for myself, as well as for my Ibizan Hound, Brieo. We both could use the additional companionship, especially because Brieo is a “low dog,” meaning that he prefers to follow rather than lead. But, given that I was still mourning Saxon, I wasn’t quite ready to make a lifelong commitment to a new dog. And I know how unwise it would have been to have gotten a second dog just as a companion for Brieo.


			

			

				Successful training starts with a good plan.


			


			

			After much thought, I decided that I would become a foster mom to Boz, meaning that I’ve taken him into my home temporarily until he finds his forever home. Boz was given up by a family that could not keep him anymore due to personal reasons. Now I am giving him everything I would be giving a dog I was taking in permanently. Boz has his own crate, bed, bowls, and all the rest of his supplies, as well as a lot of affection and one-on-one time with me. Becoming a foster parent for a dog can be challenging—and it’s not for everyone. But if you have experience with owning dogs, and are on the fence about adopting again, fostering may be the perfect option for both you and the dog.


			Even though Boz will be with me only until we can find him a good, permanent home, I began training him from the moment I agreed to take him in. The same should go for you: Once you have chosen your dog, it’s time to prepare immediately. While many dog trainers believe that there should be bonding time without training when a family first gets a dog, I urge you to begin training your dog immediately. When you use the positive reinforcement approach, training time is bonding time. It’s showing your dog that he is being taken care of and being rewarded for doing well. If you don’t train your dog early on, you are inviting future behavioral problems. An untrained dog will almost always learn how to get what he wants by doing the wrong thing, such as by jumping or barking, and then become confused and anxious when you try to untrain and retrain him later. A dog is happiest when he learns from the very first day in his new home that training is a natural and routine part of life. Simply be prepared to be consistent, firm, and fair.
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