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Please Don’t Bite the Baby is dedicated to all the parents who love their children and love their not-quite-so-perfect dogs, to all the dogs who have lost their homes or lives because they didn’t know what to do with their new tiny family member, and to all the children whose family has a dog.
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We love our dogs. They are family and they love us unconditionally. We believe they will love our children, too, and they usually do. However, this love is not always enough to prevent the more than 4.5 million dog bites the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) estimates occur annually in the United States—that equals a dog bite every seven seconds. According to the American Veterinary Medical Association, every forty seconds someone seeks medical attention for a dog bite–related injury, and 70 percent of the total dog bites annually (3.15 million) injure children under the age of fifteen.


In contrast, the number of swimming-related injuries for children under fourteen is just under four thousand per year. When I compare the four thousand annual swimming-related injuries to the over three million dog bite–related injuries, I am left scratching my head. I wonder why people tell me they don’t worry about leaving their dog alone with their kids, but those same people would never dream of letting their children swim alone.


People assume their good dog and their children will be fine together. Not only do the statistics tell us to be more careful, the tragic experiences of too many individuals speak to the necessity for more vigilance. As you read this book and apply the basic tips I have outlined, you will help keep your baby safe from your dog, and your dog safe from your baby so your children can grow up with their whole family—two- and four-legged—and look back with love and affection on their first doggie love.

















CHAPTER ONECHAPTER ONE


The Ruff Wait for a BabyThe Ruff Wait for a Baby
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Before I had any notion I would have a baby in my life, I frequently worked with clients whose dogs’ behavioral problems fell into the dog-baby or dog-toddler category. I remember one smart Schipperke in particular. She was the only dog who ever figured out how to unzip my treat bag—a red flag. She was too smart, enthusiastic, and driven.


I asked the parents if anything had changed in her life when the baby arrived. They said no and then outlined the dog’s issues: “She jumps up on the kitchen chairs and begs for food at the table. She growls and bites at us when we push her off. She won’t get off the bed, and she barks and growls at the baby when he’s playing.”


I asked a little more and they said, “We always used to let her sit on the chairs and feed her at the table . . . then the baby came, and we stopped that.” Clearly, they didn’t realize they had actually changed a lot.


I watched how their son played around the dog. Pushing a toy lawn mower that made a scary noise, he chased the ten-pound dog around the apartment while Mom and Dad laughed, until the Schipperke turned on the menacing lawn mower and growled. Then they yelled at the dog.


This dog’s life had been turned upside-down when the baby appeared and went from bad, when so many things in her life had changed, to scary, when the little boy was allowed to frighten her daily. It’s hard to tell parents that their baby is tormenting their dog, and it is even harder to help people realize and accept that they and their child have contributed to their dog’s dangerous behavior. I struggled to convince these parents that allowing their son to do whatever he wanted to with this dog was dangerous. In the end, management, training, and guidance allowed them to keep the little dog they loved with them through a second child and beyond.


Without the realization that we as parents have to protect our dogs from our babies in order to protect our babies from our dogs, we may find ourselves facing one of the worst choices in our lives—between the safety of our baby and the life of our dog.


With a bit of mindfulness and preparation, most of us can avoid ever having to make this choice.


FOR THE FIRST TEN YEARS of our marriage, my husband, Lawrence, was opposed to having children. We both knew the statistics regarding abuse passing from one generation to the next, and unfortunately both of us experienced childhood abuse, which I detailed in A Dog Named Boo: The Underdog with a Heart of Gold. I was hopeful that years of learning to understand our upbringings, along with our slightly oddball sense of humor, would allow us to break the cycle, but Lawrence was not convinced. “It would be when it would be” was my refrain and, meanwhile, my dogs offered me an outlet for my mothering instincts.


Atticus, my first dog, was there for me before my husband entered the picture—in fact, Atticus introduced me to Lawrence. The first words I said to Lawrence were, “What are you doing to my dog?” I walked in on him trying to engage Atticus in a chase game with the Baby Dino-Roar—one of the many dog toys scattered around the office. Atticus was happily complying, which meant Lawrence was on Atticus’s approved list.


I will always be grateful to Atticus for introducing me to my husband and for bringing me through some of the darker times of my life as I processed my past. I learned lessons from that devoted dog I never learned from my human family—how to love unconditionally and without being violated. After finding me my husband, Atticus seemed to conspire with Lawrence to find Dante at a dog run in the East Village. Not usually a big player at dog parks, Atticus was actively playing with the emaciated yet gregarious and joyful Dante. Between bouts of play, Atticus would return to my spot on the bench as if to check in and Dante would follow him. At each of these check-ins Atticus, Dante, and Lawrence would all employ their big begging eyes in support of Lawrence’s case for bringing Dante home with us. A few years later, I found Boo when I stumbled upon his litter one fateful Halloween. They had been dumped outside a pet store that could best be compared to the shop from the Stephen King novel, Needful Things. This pet store, like Stephen King’s store, disappeared without a trace a month after I found Boo.


These three dogs walked me through a learning and growth process in a way that demands my eternal gratitude. After Atticus pulled me out of a deep, dark hole and taught me how to love, Dante taught me how to be joyful and guided me toward a newfound confidence. Boo was able to heal the last of my old wounds as he worked his magic, not only on Lawrence and me, but also on the thousands of strangers he visited during the years he worked with me as a therapy dog.


Boo’s patience and gentleness with children allowed me to take him to visit kids in schools, libraries, and hospitals. In addition, he visited adults with developmental disabilities and seniors in nursing homes. Our work with kids simultaneously soothed my need for my own child while highlighting the emptiness I felt.


While Boo and I were visiting children, Lawrence was percolating on the subject of kids. Boo had cerebellar hypoplasia, a neurological condition that caused him difficulty in walking and learning and affected his vision. At first, these needs pushed Lawrence’s buttons. But as he began to accept Boo and learn to be patient, Lawrence realized that he was not the same as his biological father had been and maybe, given the chance, he could be a very different parent. Lawrence has a singular approach to change, best illustrated by the now semi-legendary dishwasher episode.


“We don’t need a dishwasher,” he said. “I’m a dishwasher.”


I made my case, failed to convince him, and installed the dishwasher anyway. Within a month, Lawrence said, “I love this dishwasher!”


While I was used to this approach for mundane matters, I never expected him to wake up one morning and tell me out of the blue, “We should have a child.”


By the time he did, Atticus was gone and his successor, Porthos, was already four years old. Boo had been visiting with different schoolchildren and seniors and doing library reading visits for almost six years. My dog-training business was doing well. Dante was slowing down with age, and a cat we later named Freya had literally fallen out of a tree and moved in with us. Our animals had taught us we could parent with love and patience, but our bodies were not cooperating as we struggled to become pregnant. Lawrence and I were wildly unsuccessful at producing a child on our own, even with intrauterine insemination (IUI) or in vitro fertilization (IVF) using donor eggs. After our last IVF ended in miscarriage, we realized it was time to adopt a child who needed us as much as we wanted him or her.


On some levels, the process of adopting a child was easier than infertility treatments: no daily shots, no blood tests. I could have coffee and chocolate along with a glass of wine with dinner and have no guilt over having too much stress in my life. On other levels, it was also much harder: we were expected to put ourselves into a fifteen- to twenty-page catalogue (the profile) with pictures of us, our family, and our home, along with exciting descriptions, to entice a birth mother or parents to pick us over the thousands of other couples wishing to start a family. The process was like waiting to hear your name called for a game of elementary school kickball—only this was the most important game of our lives.


As uncomfortable and challenging as it was to advertise ourselves, it became even more difficult when the adoption caseworker demanded I eliminate everything about the dogs from our profile except a brief paragraph.


“It shouldn’t be so much about the dogs,” she said.


I wanted to explain that my life was all about dogs, and if we had to sell ourselves like a time-share I needed to be comfortable with what we included. Instead I just said, “I work with dogs, I volunteer with dogs, and we have dogs. They need to be represented in the profile.”


Throwing in the towel, she replied, “Of course, it’s your profile and you can do what you like. We just know dogs are not a selling point.”


These dogs were my children when I had none and they were there to comfort me through various challenges in my life. They had been the greatest teachers I had ever had. I was a full-time dog trainer and behavioral consultant: dogs were my work and our primary source of income, and the volunteer animal-assisted therapy I did with them was my passion. The dogs were going to be a part of our child’s life, and it was important for the birth parents to love dogs as much as I did, especially if a love of dogs had any genetic component. It was also critical for the birth parents to understand the extent to which our child would be exposed to dogs, in case of a genetic predisposition to allergies. Our child would truly be enveloped in dogs from the very beginning. With my usual damn-the-torpedoes approach, I included the dogs in the profile—on several pages.


The adoption agency indicated that the normal wait time to be chosen was anywhere from three months to three years. With many of the staff reiterating that dogs should not be in the profile because it would turn off birth parents and they would look to another couple, who knew how much longer it would take for us with the inclusion of the dogs in our profile? The wide time frame made it hard to gauge when to begin training my dogs for a baby. Ideally, training the dog should begin as soon as a woman finds out she is pregnant—allowing about eight months to proof the initial skills and to begin desensitizing the dog to some of the stranger baby gizmos like newborn car seats that may be carried at the dog’s eye level, toys that beep or sing, automated swings that seem to move on their own, and crying sounds coming from a baby monitor. We know it is just the sound of the baby amplified from another room, but what does the dog think? It is usually a good idea to pair these items with fun games, meals, or treats so they learn to love—not fear—these items. I didn’t worry about Dante and Boo with baby gadgets—they had both seen so many different items on therapy visits that they were pretty solid. However, Porthos could be an anxious dog, so I wanted to do some work with him on these toys and contraptions.


It was also time for me to assess my dogs’ basic commands, including sit, down, stay, wait, settle, and come. Dante and Porthos were dead-on in terms of their general commands and the all-important settles, while Boo was average. His love of kids made up for it and with age his settles were becoming much better.


Even though my dogs had good basic skills, there is always room to improve before a baby comes home. With the caseworker’s words—“Dogs are just not a selling point”—repeating in my head, I had very little faith that any birth parents would pick us. Because of the nagging feeling that it would be a long wait, I couldn’t bring myself to start the proofing or desensitizing for the baby thingamajigs. Instead, I worked skills at a distance so I could give the dogs commands from across the room or from another room, and I reminded them of their group commands so I could give them cues like, “All dogs, sit” or “All dogs, down.” This prevents doggie Whac-A-Mole, in which one dog complies when he hears his name and the others break, thinking they are done (and around it goes!). In a household without a baby, doggie Whac-A-Mole is annoying, but with a baby in the home it becomes potentially dangerous and tiresome for already exhausted parents. I reminded myself that all three of my dogs had passed their Pet Partners therapy dog evaluations—they were pretty good dogs. But, as in so many cases, too much knowledge isn’t always a comfort. I knew from years as a dog trainer that dogs don’t generalize well. I could not assume that because they were good on visits, they would be okay with automatic baby paraphernalia, or a real live crying baby in their home. Many good dogs have made horrible mistakes with children.


At the beginning of the first year of our wait, Dante let us know his time had come. At thirteen years old, and after two strokes and a cancer diagnosis, he needed to rest. We let him go with the help of my friend Julie, who euthanized him in his favorite spot in our backyard while other friends came to support us.


Just before he passed away, I asked him to come back next time as something a bit smaller. I said, “Maybe Beagle-sized.”


Later that day, I was certain Dante sent me a sign when, after cleaning vegetables, I went out to discard the scraps in the woods for the critters. There, about six feet from where I was standing, was a brown bear—looking at me. I said, “Hello there,” and he looked at me as if thinking for a second and then casually romped off into the woods. Dante’s markings had always resembled a Kodiak bear’s, and there was no question in my mind that this was his farewell. I wanted to believe it meant he’d be back.


Two months later, a pregnant dog came into the shelter where I consult. I didn’t think much about it until I looked at her eyes and saw her eyeliner—identical to Dante’s. The shelter president told me that apparently the mama-dog had been tied up in her yard when a roving Beagle took an interest and, voila, the pups were on their way. Dante was a very literal dog and, since Boo, I have been driven by signs and portents when choosing my dogs.


I was at the shelter the day this mama-dog gave birth to seven of the cutest puppies—six girls and one boy. I was overjoyed at the prospect of having a girl-dog for once. Lawrence, Boo, and Porthos all picked the fluffy little girl-dog we named Callie when I was fostering all seven puppies at home during the holidays. As this was the first litter I had raised from birth in the shelter and fostered at home, I was devastated when they came down with parvovirus (a highly contagious deadly disease). The boy-dog responded to home treatment, but the girls were all admitted to intensive care. After ten days, we were able to bring our fluffy, tiny Callie home. A week later she had a massive seizure and died in my arms on the way to the emergency vet.


Lawrence and I were averaging a death every six months—first my miscarriage, then Dante, and then Callie. We needed to break the pattern, and all Lawrence could say was, “We have to take Pinball.”


Pinball was the only puppy from that litter not adopted—the only boy. I reminded Lawrence that Pinball was trouble. He was an extremely high-energy, seemingly jet-fueled, pushy puppy who lacked confidence but played hard, jumped high, and howled like a Beagle. Neither Porthos nor Boo was keen on him. Was this Dante? Was there a reason Pinball was destined for us? The answers to these questions didn’t matter. We were both too emotional to do anything other than adopt Pinball—we needed some joy.


If all the Impressionist painters got together and created the quintessential image of a dog, it would be Pinball. With his long flowing fringe that billows in the breeze, floppy orange ears, and big-eyed innocent face, he exuded cute. Social with dogs and people, he was extremely quick to learn commands and very willing to try new things. But as he matured, his fears began to surface and his resource guarding (fiercely guarding objects), which started early, was off the charts. He bit Lawrence (no puncture) when he was only four months old over the squeaker from a toy. We were well into the adoption process at this point, but no baby was on the horizon. I worked with Pinball, hoping to win the race between fixing his behavior and introducing a baby into the household.


Pinball went to classes with me and eagerly learned tricks, and his resource guarding was improving. But he was young and still had a few developmental periods to go through. Dogs, like children, have pretty well established developmental milestones. Just as children have their terrible twos and adolescence, dogs have five stages that typically come with increased fears and the potential social anxiety or avoidance that goes with them. I would have to work hard with Pinball to be sure these fear-periods didn’t result in an adult fear-aggressive dog who was also a resource guarder. It was going to take a lot of management and oversight, along with training, to keep a baby safe while keeping the dogs we loved.


We had put up gates so I could allow Pinball and Porthos to safely adjust to each other and I could begin some of the baby prep work like training them to obey commands over gates, at a distance, and from other rooms, as well as go-to-place commands to easily send the dogs to a specific spot. Because the gates were see-through, the dogs could be apart but not totally isolated, and I could work multiple dogs simultaneously (on either side of the gates) to build positive associations and good relationships between them as they worked, played, and were rewarded together. I would use the same technique once baby arrived, except I would be with the baby on one side of the gate while I gave commands and rewards to the dogs on the other side of the gate. This would allow the dogs to work around the baby safely, letting them get to know him or her up close but with boundaries.


At the end of the first year of our wait, it was time for our second annual home study. In that meeting, the social worker asked if we were frustrated by the wait and seemed to brace herself for the response she expected. I told her the wait was much like the day Dallas ran off with me. Dallas was a colossal horse who apparently needed a break from the group ride we were on and the fact that I was on his back was no more a hindrance to him than the flies around his ears. Without warning, his body jerked and I launched. I pulled back on the behemoth’s reins to no effect, except that I think his horsey ears flipped me off. I could do nothing but try to stay on him. I believed he would stop at some point; then I could figure out the next step—get off, call for help, and so on.


I had never galloped before, so staying on was a struggle. I clenched my legs around his girth, and locked my hands on the saddle. Eventually Dallas did stop and I heard hoof beats behind me as Cowboy Bob arrived with a laugh and said, “That was pretty good. Most folks would have fallen off a quarter mile ago.”


I had only enough air for a short reply, and said, “Falling was not an option.”


The process of waiting for a birth mother or parents to pick us was like staying on Dallas—it was the only option. The lesson that horse taught me that day was a powerful gift that allowed me to live through our adoption wait without the aggravation that often accompanies it.


Still afraid that if I began desensitizing the dogs to baby thingamajigs I would jinx everything, I focused instead on my business—teaching dog-training classes and meeting with clients. I wrote a memoir about the therapy work Boo and I did together in A Dog Named Boo. I taught Pinball to settle under my desk as I typed. I redesigned Lawrence’s office, creating a custom hand-made wall unit that had cubbies and drawers for great storage as a nursery or an upgraded study, depending on how things went. Because my tools were limited, I joked with friends that it was like catering a wedding with an Easy-Bake Oven. The complications of this project kept me focused on what I could control, while my doubts about the outcome of our adoption quest were intensified by the agency’s statement that we would probably parent an “instant baby.” This is a situation in which a birth mother delivers a baby without an adoption plan in place. When the agency is called, they call the next adoptive couple in line—usually well after a couple has exhausted the three-year wait. An instant baby usually leaves the adoptive parents with one or two days’ notice to get to the hospital and pick up their child. The anxiety of possibly having to leave at a moment’s notice was compounded by all the moving pieces of our life. Who would drop everything to come take care of our dogs if we had to leave in a moment’s notice? Who would give Porthos his insulin injections twice a day? Who would handle the nutty Pinball or gently steer Boo through the outside door, up and down the stairs off the deck to the yard, and up and down the thirteen steps to our bedroom where he slept at night?


At the beginning of year two, we had what the agency calls a fall-through, in which a birth mother or birth parents begin the adoption process but change their minds, deciding either to parent or choose another couple. In our case they chose to parent. This process, which the agency acknowledged would include at least one or two fall-throughs for each adoptive couple, seemed designed to diminish hope; so at the end of year two when we received an email stating that another couple was interested in our profile, we were very cautious. We had three months to be completely ready for a baby, or not. This was not the instant baby the agency had predicted. Somebody out there did like us!


Uncertainty, anxiety, and guarded hope permeated everything. Lawrence and I had multiple debates: Do we cancel our vacation? Who will take care of all the dogs—not just for a couple of days, but potentially three weeks or more? What do I tell my students when I have to cancel classes for an unspecified period of time? Do we prepare at all given the fact that the birth mother would have seven days after we had custody of the baby in which to change her mind? Do we buy baby paraphernalia yet?


We bought a car seat. Everything else could wait.


Those three months were the longest and shortest months of our lives. We spoke at length to the birth parents and cashed in all our miles to fly down to meet them for lunch so they could get a sense of us and be sure we were the right couple for their adoption plan. We came to know and like them—and, in an ironic twist, it was the home with pets to which they were drawn because we cherished animals as much as they did. I chuckled as I remembered the caseworker’s words: it turned out it was all about the dogs.


Just when I was hopeful, the caseworker called to say that a relative of the birth mother was worried about the dogs and the baby. She had asked the caseworker, “Will her dogs accept the baby?”


There had been two horrible news items about babies who had been fatally attacked by dogs, one not too far from where the inquiring relative lived.


All I could say was, “It’s never about if the dogs will be okay—that thinking leads to trouble. The real question should be, ‘Are the parents prepared to introduce the dogs and the baby slowly and happily, and are they prepared to manage the dogs around the baby to maintain safety?’”


I knew that answer, while correct, was not what the relative was looking for—and that this conversation could potentially mark the end of the adoption plan.


Was she right to ask? I couldn’t even count the number of calls and emails I received from frazzled parents (or grandparents) that read almost exactly the same way: “My son or daughter just brought home their first baby. Their ten-year-old dog acted aggressively toward the baby, but no harm done. Can they avoid having to get rid of the dog?” Or, “Our daughter has just started toddling and our dog growled at her yesterday. Can we keep the dog?” Some of the clients I heard from chose to try to work things out. But many gave up and found a shelter or rescue, re-homed the dog with friends or relatives, or euthanized the dog.


Often folks will say, “It’s easy for you—you’re a trainer!”


The reality is that my being a behavioral professional may actually make things harder. My understanding of dog behaviors and triggers makes it illogical for me to penalize them for any mistakes they make because of fear, anxiety, or things we humans may have done to aggravate the situation. And no matter how good a trainer I might be, I was faced with a houseful of complicated dogs. This leveled the playing field: a home with one easygoing dog plus a novice handler was equal to my home with three complicated dogs and one cat plus a professional—or some kind of similar math. It was not going to be any easier for me just because I was a trainer.


Boo, at fourteen, affectionate yet often confused and almost completely blind, could be a hazard to himself and others as he felt his way around the house, bumping into everyone and everything.


Porthos—smart, friendly, but sometimes suspicious of men—had injured every other pet who lived in our house. Would he make the distinction between a human baby and another pet? What do dogs think of human babies? Making an amazing observation, Lawrence once said, “I bet to the dogs we seem immortal. It probably looks like we don’t age at all while they go through their whole lifetimes, from puppies to old dogs, with us changing very little in that time.”


Dogs who watch children grow up may have a better sense of the human process and most dogs probably figure it out, but I cannot say with certainty that dogs understand what a human baby is right away. Human babies don’t walk, talk, or even smell like adults, and from a dog’s perspective they probably don’t look anything like adults. It’s hard to believe that a dog will look at the human baby and say, “That’s a little person. He looks nothing like a big person—he can’t even touch the top of his head—but yep, that’s a little person. . . .”


I hoped that Porthos would not see the new baby as another pet. And even if he did understand the concept of a baby, we also had to contend with his medical and psychological issues that triggered his worst behaviors. Both Porthos’s diabetes and severe obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) came with mood swings and anxiety that could start a cascade of behaviors that sometimes resulted in redirected aggression. As a result, Porthos required a high level of daily oversight.


Then there was Pinball: While sensitive and affectionate, he was the real accident waiting to happen. Pinball gave very little warning when he was feeling distressed—no growl, just a hard stare over a resource (that could easily be missed)—and has shown a willingness to bite.


When clients tell me their dog has growled at their child and I say, “Good,” they look at me as if I’m nuts. Growling is a dog’s fire alarm. The dog who growls allows you to get everyone safe and managed in times of trouble. The dog who does not growl is like a busted fire alarm.


I had to muster the courage to look at my dogs dispassionately and ask what I could do to keep a baby safe around each of them. First, the dogs needed to learn to make the right choices around a baby. Second, I needed to have more ways to physically manage the dogs so I could separate them from the baby at any given time to keep the baby safe in case of mistakes while we were all learning. I realized I needed more preplanned strategies that incorporated the dogs’ trained skills and physical management for a house that would be brimming with the chaos of three dogs, the instigating cat who often set the dogs off, and a newborn. I had a fence we couldn’t afford put in around the backyard, knowing there would be times I’d need to let the dogs outside without oversight, and I added a couple of more gates to other doorways so each dog could be gated in a separate part of the house if need be.


As we got closer to the due date, our friends and family were on standby to take care of our brood while we spent an open-ended amount of time away, waiting for travel clearances from each state. Because adoptions take months (at best) to finalize, parents in the adoptive process have to get permission to both leave and enter a state with a child in custody. There was no predicting how long we would be gone—three or four days if the birth parents changed their minds or a month if state clearances took longer than we hoped.


Lawrence’s parents stayed at our house with Boo, Pinball, and Freya-the-cat, giving us daily updates via Facebook and email. The new fence made their job easier and it went pretty well, save for one day when they spent hours afraid they’d lost Pinball until he emerged with a stretch from his hidey-hole under the ottoman. This was a reminder of the things that could easily set the Rube Goldberg–esque canine chaos contraption into motion.


Porthos stayed separately in my friend Kim’s basement guest apartment, where she slept each night (to her husband’s chagrin) to be sure Porthos didn’t have a seizure or an OCD episode. Her job was tougher than the others’, given the daily collection of urine for testing and insulin injections to regulate his diabetes.


A week into our wait in North Carolina, our son’s birth father entered the maternity ward waiting room and announced, “It’s a boy. Follow me.” The complications of my son’s birth rival the canine complications of his new home and will one day be a story he can tell when he is ready.


Meanwhile, maintaining the pet care while we were gone was like balancing eggs on the tip of a pin from five hundred miles away and waiting for it to come crashing down in a big splat. Two weeks into our wait in North Carolina, Lawrence’s parents had to leave and shortly after that, Porthos got booted out of Kim’s comfy apartment to make room for another dog with a prior reservation. Luckily, friends of mine volunteered to take turns staying at the house or dropping by to look after the animals. It was as if every day we remained in the hotel with a newborn, waiting for clearance to leave the state, I could hear a dramatic soundtrack building in the background. On the one hand, I was worried about the animals, and on the other hand, we had to spend the first ten days of our son’s life in a hotel room doing all the things that newborns are not supposed to do.


The pediatrician, who saw us before we could leave, told us, “You guys are in a very unique position and you have to be able to buy food, supplies, eat a hot meal, and just get out so you don’t go mad. He’s gonna have to go with you—just be cautious.”


This made for some early parenting doubts as we brought our three-day-old son to the buffet breakfast (the weather was good so we could eat outside to minimize his exposure to germs), took him to the grocery store and baby store for supplies, and even went out to restaurants. Eating dinner at four in the afternoon usually guaranteed an empty restaurant and less exposure for the baby. However, one evening a family came in as we were finishing and their little boy was fascinated with our tiny companion. The mother asked, “How old is he?”


When I said, “Six days,” she made an audible gasp and gave me a stabbing glare before she forcibly turned her son around.


I avoided conversations like this for the rest of our stay.


Nineteen days after we left New York, we finally received clearance to leave North Carolina with our newborn son, Indigo. On our two-day drive home (stopping every two hours to change poopy diapers), I went over and over in my head how I wanted the dogs to greet us, and how I wanted them to meet Indy. It was essential that they got to greet us happily and normally and that their first meeting with the baby was positive.


I texted my housesitting friends Bonnie, Jill, and Linda with my strategy. The plan was simple—I would hand Indy to his aunties at the door and the dogs would get me all to themselves so Lawrence could unpack our car, which looked like a getaway car from a baby store heist. With this plan, the control of chaos had begun.







 






      Training Tips You Can Try at Home
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       [image: ][image: ]  Assessing your dog’s skills


       [image: ][image: ]  Desensitization and Counter-Conditioning (DS/CC)
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[image: ][image: ]  Your dog’s skills should be based on your household’s needs. Not every dog in every home needs to obey the same reliable commands. The more dogs and/or the more kids you have, the more skills your dogs will need.


The Canine Good Citizen (CGC) test, as part of the American Kennel Club’s CGC Program, is an excellent basic test of a dog’s skills and was designed to lay the foundation for further training and activities. The CGC test is a snapshot of your dog’s performance in a formal setting while you give your undivided attention to your dog. It cannot, however, measure your dog in your household with your new baby or tell you how he will react when your home is brimming with guests visiting your baby. It also doesn’t test for resource guarding, off-leash distance skills, or your dog’s comfort on the other side of gates or in a crate. When assessing a dog to see if his skills are going to be sufficient for the upcoming or newly arrived baby, the CGC test is a great measurement of basic skills and you need to review those skills in the context of your daily routine with your dog and your new (or anticipated) routine with your baby, and then overlay the physical makeup of your home so you can assess where you will need which skills. Your dog will need the following basic skills: sit, down, off, wait, drop it, leave it, loose-leash walking, and the most important of all—SETTLE. (More details on these later.)


     [image: ][image: ]  Your dog should ideally be able to perform the above skills after one verbal command, nine times out of ten, off leash, in any room of the house, with you in any position (standing, sitting, lying down—it matters), and with only an intermittent occasional reward.


     [image: ][image: ]  If you are regularly repeating any command several times and/or increasing your tone of voice to get your dog to comply, then your dog does not have reliable behaviors and it is time to return to consistent rewards for all your dog’s good behaviors. It is important to let go of what the dog should do and focus on what the dog does do in order to improve his skills to the desired level.


     [image: ][image: ]  Over time, as your dog becomes more reliable, you will be able to move to an intermittent reward schedule.


     [image: ][image: ]  Remember, the only way to completely fade out the treat is to be sure your praise always precedes the treat! (See “Proofing Behaviors” below.) In the end you will have correction-free and hands-free commands.


     [image: ][image: ]  If you have determined that you need to return to consistent reinforcement (by rewarding) for training new or improving longstanding skills, your dog will be very happy that baby arrived and began this “new” trend in treating. And you will get a twofer—a dog who is happy about the baby’s arrival and the ability to control the dog with verbal commands to keep the baby safe.


[image: ][image: ]  Desensitization and counter-conditioning (DS/CC) refer to making the dog less sensitive around a trigger (desensitization), while also changing her associations and emotions to be more positive about the trigger (counter-conditioning).


The trigger can be anything a dog is unfamiliar with, afraid of, or really excited by. It is not enough for your dog to just see a trigger or be around a trigger to desensitize her. You have to be careful to expose her to the trigger only at the point at which she can tolerate it without reacting—this is called subthreshold. This type of exposure will desensitize her over time. But that may not be enough either if she is already afraid of the trigger—then we have to change her emotions, too, by pairing the subthreshold exposure with a primary reinforcer that is of high enough value that she and her brain are totally wowed. For some dogs a super-high-value primary reinforcer could be cheese, for others a tennis ball. But it can be anything and everything in between as well. Your dog has to tell you what her most valuable primary reinforcer is—and generally your praise will not be enough, though it should definitely be in the mix.


If you are matching the presentation of the primary reinforcer effectively with the trigger, soon your dog will be consciously looking forward to the trigger. Then later, through neuroplasticity, her brain will physically change the signals it sends along her neural pathways when the trigger appears. Instead of her “That scares me,” signal, her neurons will be sending the “I love that thing” signal. Later, we can change her behavior when she is near the trigger by asking for a sit or a settle.


Socializing and classical conditioning prevent having to do a lot of desensitizing and counter-conditioning and are done to help the dog avoid developing a negative association with things she is meeting for the first time, as opposed to undoing a negative emotional response already in place. For example, if we take the myriad baby gizmos that your dog may not have seen previously, and introduce her to these things by placing a string of treats on the floor around and leading up to the gizmo, she will likely look at these things and say, “Hum, that’s strange and it seems to come with treats—yeah!” or something to that effect.


If your dog is already fearful, we have to go slowly in terms of taking her closer to the object or extending the length of time she is exposed to it. It is important to allow your dog to move toward and away from the new object, at her discretion. Like all of us, she will feel more comfortable around the scary object when she can control how close she is to it. Patience is essential for this.


Often people recommend flooding—exposing the dog to triggers up close and without regard for the dog’s state of mind, saying, “Just force him and he will see it’s not scary.” Although this may work on rare occasions, the majority of the time the dog will walk away more fearful.


If you have a dog who is already barking at the dancing baby toys (or maybe even the baby), move her to a distance where the reactivity is no longer happening—no more barking or growling. At this point, your fearful dog is subthreshold (meaning she can tolerate the trigger without reacting), and you can begin to counter-condition and change her emotion around the trigger. Still at the point where there is no reactivity, you will say, “Look at that”—sometimes I go with “What’s that?”—as you deliver super-high-value treats. Regardless of what you say, it should always be in a happy tone, which allows us to convey the following: “I see the scary trigger, too. Not to worry and thanks for not reacting. I have your back and oh, yeah, here’s a piece of cheese.” Because dogs don’t technically speak our language, it is difficult to convey all this in conversation as we would with a person who is fearful. But for your dog, that simple phrase is going to become conditioned to mean that she is safe, good things are coming, and there is no need to react. You might then try to get a behavior like a sit or see if she wants to move away from the trigger entirely. You have to respect what she needs in order to move things along to a point at which she no longer fears the object at any distance.


From there, as the fear or arousal around the trigger lessens, you can build more complicated behaviors by asking your dog to go away from the dancing baby toy with a go sniff command, and then build a sit, down, settle chain of commands once her fear or arousal is low enough. The behaviors you choose should be based on what your dog can easily do in that particular situation, such as go into another room, just sit for a minute, or settle next to you for a while.


[image: ][image: ]  Proofing behaviors refers to testing or putting your dog’s reactions to commands to the proof. During proofing, try commands in various new situations, with increasing distractions, to see if your dogs really have reliable behaviors. Dogs don’t generalize as well as humans, or perhaps they generalize differently. Once you teach your dog to sit, you have to understand that does NOT mean she will sit anywhere, anytime—it means you have started the process and need to proof that sit for every variation you can think of. Practice asking her to perform her behaviors in different locations and circumstances, using consistent reinforcement in all of them.


Once you have proofed her behaviors in a variety of environments and situations while rewarding consistently, you can then begin to randomly decrease the frequency of the reward/treat. You want to get your reward frequency to an intermittent and random schedule so your dog cannot predict when she will be getting her reward. If the behavior is faster, more precise, or just better, it’s important to reward your dog, regardless of where you are in the intermittent schedule. This will increase the dog’s performance because she will work harder to get the reward the next time. Once the behavior is as reliable as you need, the rewards become completely random and eventually fade out for most commands. Some commands are complicated enough to require intermittent rewards forever, like settle in new environments and come.


     [image: ][image: ]  Increasing distance is a subset of proofing, but it is slightly different in that we need to adjust our training to teach the dog to perform commands six, ten, or more feet away—even in another room.


                Try playing the toss-the-treat game to build distance. You give the dog a basic command and when she complies (no matter where), you toss a treat/reward far away so she has to go get it. Keep doing this and the dog, being a smart animal, will eventually stay at a distance when performing the command because she figures out that is where the treat will be delivered. With some practice, you have a distance command.


                You can also use the baby gates to work on distance commands because they keep the dog from coming toward you while you move farther and farther away as you ask for behaviors.


     [image: ][image: ]  Group commands are essential for multiple-dog households with children. You will want to start by making sure that each dog knows his or her commands individually. Then work two dogs at a time (if you have more than two, rotate who works with whom). Build a group name like All Dogs, Guys, Girls, Puppies, or whatever you like. Say the group name and reward each dog. Once they are happily responding to their group name, you can give them simple group commands like “All Dogs, sit.” Ideally, they will all sit. If one sits first, that dog gets the treat first, but don’t wait for the second dog to comply to reward both. Rewarding the first sitting dog first will speed up the second dog the next time around. Practice all the commands your dogs know this way so that when things are getting out of hand or you are short on time, you can simply give one command and have everyone follow it.
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