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For my first dog, Duncan, who started me on this journey so many years ago.





INTRODUCTION


If you’ve picked up this book and decided to glance through the pages, chances are you have some questions about how to train your dog. Welcome to the club—you’re in good company!


The truth is, virtually every dog owner will run into a behavioral concern or a training problem at some point in their pup’s life. This is entirely normal. Dogs are amazing creatures, but they don’t come preprogrammed with an understanding of human rules and expectations—and they don’t speak English, so teaching them what we want can be a challenge.


Figuring out how to wrangle your wild-eyed, barking, leash-pulling furry friend into a polite and well-mannered companion can seem like a daunting task at first. Fortunately, the solutions are often simpler than you might think; you just need a clear training plan and a little motivation.


My goal in the pages that follow is to provide you with simple, actionable training solutions for a variety of common problems. Really—that’s it! No long, technical dissertations on the intricate minutiae of learning theory or complicated twelve-week programs designed to transform your life and that of your pet. These things have their place, but I want this book to be something different.


And this “something different” is easy to read and addresses your needs without wasting your time.


As you will see, each of the following sections is devoted to an area of concern that might interest you, ranging from a quick crash course on dog training in general to specific advice on common training issues and basic obedience, handling and grooming, tricks and games, and even higher-level behavioral concerns such as aggression and anxiety.


I should stress that although a lot of the training described here is for older dogs, there’s plenty of training for younger dogs too. After all, puppies are just starting out in life, and they’ve got plenty to learn! Maybe you are the proud owners of a new puppy and want to know how to get your little boy or girl ready for life. Or maybe you have an older dog who may have developed some bad habits you would like to change. In every case, you will find a targeted, practical step-by-step training plan to tackle the issue or problem. So whether you’re concerned about nuisance behaviors like begging at the table or chewing on furniture, more serious issues like getting into fights or biting visitors, or just want to teach your dog some easy obedience skills, this book is for you.


Whatever your specific problem might be, I hope you’ll find this resource helpful!


Best wishes,


Jennifer L. Summerfield, DVM, CPDT-KA





PART I


THE BASICS


WHAT EVERY DOG OWNER NEEDS TO KNOW


First, a few words on all of this training stuff—how to motivate your dog, general suggestions on techniques and equipment, and a tiny bit of behavioral science.


    But wait, you might say! This all sounds suspiciously dull and irrelevant to my situation . . . I just want to know how to fix my dog’s problem with X, Y, or Z.


Believe me, I understand—don’t worry! We’ll get there. As promised, the biggest chunk of this book will be devoted to giving you practical solutions for whatever behavioral issue or concern you’re currently facing with your dog.


But if we want to be able to solve your training problems effectively, a little background knowledge is important. Don’t skip over it, as tempting as it might be! You don’t need a degree in behavioral science to successfully teach your dog to stop jumping on guests, but there are a few basic things you should know.


Namely, how does your dog actually learn things? What works well and what doesn’t when it comes to rewards and corrections? And what “tricks of the trade” can you use to make life easier while you’re working on the problem?


    We’ll stick to the info that’s interesting and useful for everyday life and save the scientific literature reviews and philosophical musings for another time . . . So hang in there and read on.


It’ll be a good use of your time, I promise.





HOW DOGS LEARN


There is a single, vital, and inarguable tenet of dog behavior (and, indeed, all animal behavior!) that every effective trainer knows. It’s central to designing a good training plan, but it might require you to let go of some preconceived notions about your pup and his views of the world.


Are you ready?


Here it is:


Dogs do what works.


Period. End of story.


If you understand this basic truth, you’re at least 75 percent of the way toward solving your training issues—so take a moment to really wrap your head around what this means.


It means, essentially, that behavior that is rewarded will be repeated. And behavior that doesn’t pay off will tend to die out. Dogs are highly adaptable creatures; they are quick to learn what works and what doesn’t and will adjust their future behavior accordingly.


An example:


Let’s say that Buddy puts his paws up on the kitchen counter, finds a steak defrosting there, and eats the entire thing. A great day for Buddy, although his owner is likely not pleased. From his perspective, Buddy’s learned that putting his paws on the counter was incredibly rewarding, so it’s likely that he’ll try this behavior again in the future.


On the other hand, if Buddy’s owner is diligent about making sure that food is put away, the dog may not find anything at all if he puts his paws up on the counter. If this happens a few times, he’ll eventually stop trying. He’s learned that jumping up on the counter doesn’t lead to anything particularly fun or interesting. So why bother doing it?


Note that in this example, punishment plays no role at all in stopping the unwanted behavior. This is surprising for many dog owners. Punishing Buddy after the fact, in this case, would do no good at all—he’s already been “rewarded” (by eating the steak) for his counter surfing behavior, so a scolding or swat on the nose will do nothing to dissuade him next time.


This is dog training, in a nutshell.


Your job as a trainer is to make sure that “good” behavior is handsomely rewarded in some way or another, and that “bad” or unwanted behavior (from our perspective) doesn’t lead to anything your dog likes. This is sometimes easier said than done, of course! But it should always be your goal.


Your dog, for his part, has no understanding of good or bad behavior in a moral sense. So when he does something you don’t like, from jumping up on your guests to pooping in the house, remember that he isn’t being “naughty.” He just doesn’t know what you want, or you haven’t made it worth his while to care.


Take a deep breath, and let’s figure out how you can teach him.


USING REWARDS EFFECTIVELY


Now you know that you need to reward your dog for doing things you like. Pretty simple, right?


So let’s talk about rewards.


For our purposes in this book, we’ll focus primarily on food rewards. This means that you’ll give your dog a treat of some kind when he does what you ask. This treat could be anything from dry kibble or Milk-Bones, to soft smelly store-bought treats, or even human food like chicken or roast beef.


Why use food, you might ask?


This is a very reasonable question, and one that my beginner students ask frequently in our obedience classes. There are several factors that make food treats a great choice for training:


• They’re convenient and user-friendly. It’s very easy to carry a baggie full of tasty snacks in your pocket so that food is always available if you need it.


• Treats can be used in a very precise way. You want to provide a reward the exact moment your dog does what you’re asking. This is much harder to do with other types of rewards, and good timing is critically important for learning.


• They help to build a positive association for whatever you’re teaching, since most dogs love to eat. If you want your pup to enjoy working with you, giving him a piece of cheese every time he listens will go a long way toward convincing him that this “training” thing is lots of fun.


    • Last but not least . . . they work. Used properly, food rewards are arguably the most effective tool at your disposal for teaching new behaviors—so take advantage of them, especially in the early stages of training.


What about other types of rewards? Do we have any other options besides food?


Yes, most definitely! Anything that your dog enjoys can be a training reward, at least in theory—the tricky part is figuring out how to make this work.


Toys and various types of play (including tug-of-war, fetch, and chase games) are often used as rewards in dog sports such as agility and competitive obedience, especially when the handler wants more speed and enthusiasm for a particular behavior. But—and this is a big “but”—it takes quite a bit more skill and experience to use these rewards effectively, and they’re much less practical for teaching new behaviors to a novice dog.


So if you’re fairly new to training, I strongly suggest you stick with treats for now. Later on, you can branch out a bit, especially if you decide to get involved in competitive dog sports, search and rescue work, and other activities that may require more energy and drive.


Following are a few general tips for using food rewards effectively:


• Vary the types of treats you’re using, depending on the task. For really challenging things, such as calling your dog away from a squirrel across an open field, use the big guns: hot dog slices or pieces of roast beef. If you’re working on the “sit” command in your kitchen, it’s fine to use leftover kibble from his dinner the night before.


• Use small-sized treats or food cut into tiny pieces. For most dogs, each treat should be no larger than a pea. This allows you to give lots of rewards in a single training session, without your dog filling up or getting fat.


    • Dogs are very literal—so what you reward is what you get. Timing matters: if you’re teaching a “sit” command, make sure to pop the treat into his mouth as soon as his rear end touches the floor. Too early or too late, and you’ll accidentally reward standing up instead . . . which just muddies the water and confuses your dog.


WHAT ABOUT CORRECTIONS— USEFUL OR NOT?


In years past, it was thought that punishment for “bad” behavior was a necessary part of training dogs. Trainers often used choke collars, prong collars, and even electronic shock collars to correct unwanted behavior or to punish dogs for failing to obey a command.


Fortunately, as our understanding of behavioral science and animal learning has increased over the past few decades, we now know that harsh correction-based techniques like these are not needed for effective training. This is great news for dogs, and also for us as trainers!


I’m very happy to say that in the United States, every professional organization for educated trainers and behaviorists now recommends against the use of punishment in dog training, including the American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior (AVSAB), the American College of Veterinary Behaviorists (ACVB), the Association of Professional Dog Trainers (APDT), and the Pet Professional Guild (PPG).


At first blush, this might seem puzzling. What’s wrong with using corrections? Doesn’t punishment for misbehavior help your dog learn faster?


You would think so, I know, but the truth is much more complicated.


It’s not that punishment doesn’t work, at least in some cases. It can certainly be successful at changing certain types of behavior. But there’s a downside. Even when it’s used effectively, punishment carries the risk of causing some unpleasant behavioral side effects:


• Your dog may associate the correction with something innocuous in the environment (or even with you, the owner), rather than with his behavior. This can result in your pup becoming afraid of you or of the backyard, visitors, his leash, or a variety of other things that he will now associate with pain or discomfort.


• Punishment increases stress and makes it more difficult for your dog to learn. This means that teaching a new behavior often takes much longer when corrections are used; it’s hard to think when you’re frightened or nervous.


• Using corrections to teach obedience skills can create a negative association with the training process, so that your dog is reluctant to engage with you. We all enjoy learning much more when it’s a fun game with lots of rewards, rather than when it’s a potential minefield of errors with scolding (or worse) when we make a mistake! Your pup is no different; if he’s stressed and not having fun, training becomes a chore for both of you.


• With behavioral issues such as aggression, punishment often suppresses warning signs such as growling or snarling without actually addressing the underlying issue, which is the dog’s discomfort with the situation. This can result in the stereotypical “attack out of the blue,” when your dog is pushed past his limit. It is a major reason that correction-based training methods are never recommended for aggressive dogs.


To avoid these issues, you’re much better off focusing on what your dog is doing right. Show him what you want and reward him for doing what you ask. If he makes a mistake, just back up and try again, or change something in the environment to help him be successful.


CHOOSING YOUR GEAR: LEASHES, COLLARS, AND HARNESSES


If you’ve ever walked into a pet store or browsed online for training equipment, you are no doubt aware that there are lots of options available. The sheer array of choices can be overwhelming for many new dog owners, but don’t worry—the list of things you need (or might need, depending on your dog) is actually fairly short.


For starters, your dog will need a flat buckle collar.


Plain or fancy, made of no-frills nylon or hand-embroidered leather, purchased at Walmart or from an online vendor on Etsy—the choice is entirely up to you! What matters is that it fits well and stays on. This is what you will attach your dog’s ID tags to for everyday wear, and it can also be used for walks and training sessions.


Some dogs, particularly sighthounds and other breeds with small heads, may be able to back out of a buckle collar—even if it’s well-fitted. If you’re concerned about this possibility, try a martingale collar instead. These collars (also called limited slip collars) are made to tighten slightly if any tension is applied, which makes them much harder to slip out of.


If your dog has a sensitive neck or trachea, you could also consider a body harness for daily walks and training. These have the advantage of being comfortable for the dog, and most designs are also quite difficult to get out of—which is great for safety.


Harnesses are used most commonly for small dogs, since this type of harness has a tendency to encourage leash-pulling. This is not a major problem with a toy poodle, but it is less than ideal if you have an 80-pound Labrador retriever. This doesn’t necessarily mean that you can’t use a harness with a larger dog, of course, but you should be aware that it may make your loose-leash walk training a bit more challenging.


Now, what about leashes? Here, again, the options seem endless.


The truth is, there doesn’t need to be anything complicated or difficult about choosing a training leash for your dog. In most cases, a 4- to 6-foot nylon or leather leash is all you need.


There are certainly many other choices available, but for beginner dog training, whether in a class or at home, those choices will just make your life harder. Trust me on this. If you use anything shorter, your dog won’t have room to move. With a longer leash, both of you will get tangled up. Chain leashes are hard on your hands and annoyingly heavy for your pup. Retractable leashes may have their place—mainly for relaxed leash walks in quiet, sparsely populated areas—but they’re a logistical nightmare for training.


For transitioning to off-leash skills, practicing recalls, or giving your dog more freedom in wide open spaces, you may also want to invest in a long line. This is a very long (up to 50 feet or more) lightweight training leash that gives you some control over your dog at a distance. We will discuss some potential uses for a long line later in the book. For now, just keep it in your toolbox.


Do yourself a favor and stick with the basics. You can always look into fancier equipment later if you decide to get involved in more specialized types of training. For now, a simple leash and collar is all you need.


MANAGEMENT AND WHY IT MATTERS


This topic isn’t as flashy or exciting as some of the others we’re going to discuss, but bear with me for a few minutes, because it’s incredibly important. In fact, I would go so far as to say that good management is the single most critical part of a successful training plan.


Management means proactively changing things in the environment to ensure that your dog isn’t accidentally “practicing” bad behavior or being rewarded for things you don’t want.


    For example, if you want to train your dog not to jump on people, you might work on this problem each week in your obedience class. Which is great! Taking time to teach the behavior you want is important. But . . . what you do at home matters just as much, if not more. If your pup is continuing to jump all over every visitor who comes into the house, you’ll never make any progress at all. No matter how many classes you take, or how good your obedience instructor is, it’s all for naught.


Now, I realize that every time the doorbell rings you don’t have time to leash your dog, grab your treats, remember what your instructor said, and launch into an impromptu training session. Fair enough. So what to do?


This is where management comes in.


Management, in this context, means that before answering the door you put your dog in another room with the door closed or behind a baby gate. This way, you can concentrate on your guests and your dog doesn’t get to practice his jumping behavior. A win-win for both of you.


Another example: let’s say you’re teaching your dog to come when you call him. This is a very important skill, and one that’s worth training well. In the early stages, when he’s first learning, he may be reliable to come in the house or in your fenced backyard but still very distracted in other places.


In this case, management means keeping him on-leash at the park if you aren’t sure he’ll come when you call. This is important for safety reasons, but also to prevent your dog from “practicing” the behavior of ignoring you. If he sees a squirrel and takes off after it, and you call him, is he likely to stop and come back? If not, he shouldn’t be off-leash—he’s not ready yet.


Finally, it’s important to note that management can be a perfectly reasonable long-term solution for some behavioral issues. If you have two dogs who fight over food, for example, it’s probably simpler to just feed them in separate rooms as opposed to putting together a complicated training plan to try and teach them to eat side by side.


In dog training, as with so many things in life, you have to pick your battles. There’s nothing wrong with avoiding the problem, if it can be easily managed this way.


EXERCISE AND MENTAL STIMULATION


    These two areas, exercise and mental stimulation, are two of the most basic aspects of dog ownership and are often two of the most overlooked, in my experience. I know, life is busy. We all have a seemingly endless list of tasks and responsibilities to deal with each day, so it can be hard to find time for anything extra . . . whether it’s a walk around the neighborhood, a trip to the park, or a weekend hike in the woods.


Unfortunately, though, these are things that really matter. If you’re not providing your dog with adequate amounts of exercise (for both the body and the mind), you’ll likely find your dog to be extremely hard to live with. When behavioral issues pop up, training can certainly help, but it’s not a substitute for addressing your dog’s basic needs.


At the risk of stating the obvious, dogs are dogs! That is to say, they are smart, energetic carnivores that have been bred for generations to do a variety of very active jobs. While there are still true working dogs out there who spend their days herding sheep, sniffing for contraband, or trailing game in the forest, the majority of our canine companions nowadays are pampered pets.


Our dogs typically spend more time snoozing on the sofa or getting lazy belly rubs than running, jumping, sniffing, or using their brains, which is fine, to a point. But even the most dedicated couch potato still needs an occasional opportunity to get out and be a dog. And if you have a particularly active breed, or a high-energy puppy who’s easily bored, daily exercise is really nonnegotiable.


As the saying goes, a tired dog is a happy dog. Tired dogs are also much more well-behaved, on the whole; your pup will be far less inclined to bark excessively, dig in the yard, chew your furniture, or chase the kids if he’s already pleasantly exhausted from other activities.


Fortunately, there are lots of things you can do to provide your dog a good workout—whether it’s mental, physical, or both. Find some options that work for you, and make time each day to give your pup some exercise.


A few suggestions to help get you started:


GO FOR A WALK


    Ah, the daily walk . . . a tried and true part of most dogs’ daily exercise routine. This is a great starting point, as it’s fairly easy to find twenty to thirty minutes each morning or evening to squeeze in a few laps around the block.


If you find that plodding along the same old stretch of sidewalk together doesn’t tire your dog out as much as you would like, try taking him someplace less crowded and letting him roam around, sniff, and explore on a long line. Using a very long (up to 50 feet), lightweight training leash can give your pup some extra freedom. You might be surprised how much more he enjoys this and how much more tired he is when you get home.


DO SOME TRAINING


Remember, exercise doesn’t have to mean physical activity. Many owners are surprised by how exhausted their dogs are after a training class or even after spending a few minutes at home working on a new skill. This is because learning takes a lot of energy. Consider signing up for a weekly obedience or agility class, or take up some other activity that you think your dog might enjoy: nosework (a searching and scenting activity), barn hunt (a searching and finding activity), dock diving (a jumping for distance competition), and so on. On nights when you don’t have class, try to spend five to ten minutes practicing some homework or teaching a new trick. For many dogs, this can be every bit as tiring as an off-leash run at the park, and it’s easy to do inside if the weather is bad.


INVEST IN A FEW PUZZLE TOYS


Every dog, regardless of his energy level, can benefit from getting to use his brain each day. If you’re busy, food puzzle toys are a great way to provide some extra mental stimulation for your dog, without having to devote more time to entertaining him. These are interactive toys that are made to dispense food or treats when your dog paws at them, chews on them, pushes them with his nose, or performs some other action. The best method to get the food will vary depending on the toy, so your pup will need to be creative and experiment with different strategies to be successful.


In many cases, you can actually feed your dog his breakfast and dinner from one of these toys, rather than from a bowl. This is much more fun for him and is an easy way to keep him busy for a while doing something productive.
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