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

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

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

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

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

TEN KEYS TO UNDERSTANDING YOUR PUPPY

1. Eachpy Is Different

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

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

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

4. Minor Moments Matter

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

5. To See It Is to Mouth It

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

6. Puppies Do Not Understand Risk

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

7. Puppies Love Pleasing You

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

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

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

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

9. Puppyhood Is Messy

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

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


BRIAN’S INBOX:

Do I Have to Be Dominant?

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

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

DOG-TO-HUMAN PICTIONARY

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

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

MYTHUNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT DOG BODY LANGUAGE

A Wagging Tail Is Always Happy

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

Showing Teeth Is Always a Threat

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

Hackles Raised Means the Dog Is Aggressive

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

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

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

THIS IS YOU! HOW PEOPLE IMPACT PUPPIES

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

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

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

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

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

During Sarah’s master’s degree research, she found that often people seemed to define “loving” their pup as giving the puppy what that person felt they were missing in their own childhood. Example: If you were raised by busy parents, you may believe that giving the puppy buckets of attention is being “loving.” Below is a quick overview of a few possibilities. We just wanted to give you a place to start thinking about these things.
	Past	Possible Imapact	Result for Puppy Person	Options
	Busy Parents and/or Many Siblings	Feeling unattended to.	Puppy gets non-stop attention; person feels stressed when puppy is not getting attention. If anyone suggests too much attention is being given, person has strong emotional reaction.	Realizing that learning to entertain oneself is an important life skill—for people and for dogs. Start to reward independent play and separate from demanding behavior.
	Yelling/Verbal Intimidation	Feeling intimidated into silence.	Person attempts to be endlessly patient and tries hard never to get upset. Because early boundaries can’t be set for the puppy puppy’s behavior becomes more pushy and demanding. Person finally loses patience then feels terrible about self. Tries to be “better” by never getting upset.	Caring for a puppy is going to be frustrating and annoying at times. Learning how to reclaim sensible boundaries without yelling will allow you to be the sort of trainer and coach you want to be.
	Physical Abuse / Threat of This Abuse	Feeling frightened of the parent; feeling intimidated almost all the time.	Similar to the above. Because boundary setting has been linked to abuse, never setting any seems like the loving and safe thing to do. Being abusive is often feared, so all confrontation is avoided. When confrontation happens and temper is lost, person feels great guilt. Tries to be “nice” all the time to the puppy.	Childhood trauma is not something easily dealt with alone. One of the main reasons this is true is that it is very hard to unravel (or even see) certain patterns from the inside. Finding a good counselor/coach to give you new insights and tools can be the key to being truly free.Boundaries were not the enemy in childhood; it was how they were set that caused the problem.
	Emotionless/Depressed House	Fear of assertiveness, inability to assert self calmly.	From lack of experience, among other things, people who grew up in unemotional homes may find themselves overwhelmed by emotion in the course of raising the puppy. They may attempt to stay calm at all times and usually, being human, will fail, Guilt follows and the cycle continues.	Practice calmly asserting yourself. Understand that this will fell both weird and very possibly dangerous (since it was presented as “bad” in the childhood home). Expect successes and failures, as both are a part of the normal learning process.
	Abandonment/Loss/Divorce	Fear of being left, fear that the other’s behavior is somehow your fault.	May have a deep emotional reaction to the puppy not wanting to be near them all the time or sleeping away from them. May be afraid to tell the puppy to do anything for fear he will hate/leave them.	Experiment with teaching your puppy things—have fun doing it. Truth is, your puppy will be more attached to you and spend more time with you the more you ask of him.


PUPPY PERSONALITY PROFILES

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

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

What Helps

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

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

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

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

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

What Hurts

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

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

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

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

Independent/Aloof

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

What Helps

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What Hurts

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

•   Anything that drives your puppy away from you.

•   Allowing him to “do his own thing.”

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

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

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

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

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

What Helps

•   Enjoy them! Count your blessings!

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

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

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

What Hurts

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

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

Reactive/Energetic

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

What Helps

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

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

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

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

What Hurts

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

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

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

Sensitive/Shy

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

What Helps

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

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

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

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

What Hurts

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

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

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

Avoidant/Fearful

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

What Helps

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

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

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

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

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

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

What Hurts

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

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

•   Rewarding hiding with attention.

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

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

PUPPY AGES AND STAGES

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

How “Old” Is My Puppy?

Each year in a dog’s life is not equal to seven years as we used to think. The chart below is the new comparison between dog and human ages. It is amazing how fast they mature! So next time your five-month-old puppy tries to grab something from your hand, ask yourself, What would I do if my ten-year-old child tried that?
	Dog’s Age	Human Equivalent
	5 months	10 years
	8 months	13 years
	10 months	14 years
	12 months	15 years
	18 months	20 years
	24 months	24 years


Birth to Three Months: The Age of Attraction

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

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

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

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

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

Sensitive/Fear Period

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

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

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

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

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

Special Circumstances

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

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

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

Such puppies can be frightened of new places, people, and things, requiring extra effort to bring out their confidence and curiosity. Things can and most often do get better. How much better is generally a combination of how much effort you put in, how much skilled advice you receive, and your puppy’s genetic temperament. But we’ve seen near-miraculous turnarounds in puppies because of the deep dedication their people had to their progress.

Special Needs Puppy: Blind, deaf, three-legged, neurologically impaired—many conditions can count as special needs. What you need to understand is that this puppy has no idea he is special needs. He does not feel sorry for himself or bemoan his state. A deaf puppy can’t imagine hearing. He doesn’t know what he misses or that anyone experiences the world differently, which is probably why such pups can cope amazingly well.
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Some white Boxers can also be deaf.

Deaf puppies are easily trained to hand signals; blind ones to words and sounds. The three-legged puppy won’t be slowed down much, but we would minimize rough play, especially with larger dogs as injury prevention is key. Playing with other dogs can be complicated for deaf or blind puppies, who cannot hear or see the signals the other dog may give them. The other dog assumes the puppy is ignoring the clear signal and aggression can result. Choose calm, friendly, easygoing play partners.

IS MY PUPPY DEAF?

The most commonly deaf dogs are all white, or they have a white head and, most importantly, white ears, or they are merle (a splotchy color pattern) pups who are born to two merle parents. Puppies with a pink nose, pink eye rims, and pink skin are at greater risk. Why? Because myelin, a compound that colors skin, is necessary for the auditory nerves to work. No myelin, no hearing. Breeds most often affected include Dalmatians, Australian Shepherds, Bull Terriers, and Boxers. If you ever have to wake up your puppy when you come home, be suspicious. An easy home test is to stand around a corner, then call your puppy, shake a biscuit box or squeak a toy. A hearing puppy will usually come running; a deaf puppy will not respond. No response? Time to talk to, your veterinarian.
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Separated Too Early or Orphaned Puppy: Puppies need to stay with their litter for at least seven weeks. We much prefer puppies going to pet homes to be ten to twelve weeks of age if the breeder is knowledgeable about socialization and training. In an ideal world, puppies would arrive at your home crate trained; well on their way to being housebroken; knowing Sit, Down, and Come; comfortable on a lead; experienced with riding in cars and exposed to people of various ages and races and of both genders.

A puppy removed from a litter too early is not only much more difficult to care for because of how young he is, but he can have profound behavioral problems depending on how early he was taken away. Puppies separated before six weeks require work, and puppies separated before four weeks demand excellent handling and socialization to avoid possibly becoming quite aggressive when frustrated as they mature. This puppy is even more at risk than the singleton because he doesn’t have his mother to teach him to be polite, inhibit his aggression, and mind his manners.

Littermates and Momma teach puppies how to cope with frustration and annoyance and how to moderate their aggressive reactions. Too often, people raise such young pups with large doses of love and mixed messages. Puppies separated early benefit greatly from being around an older, sensible dog who can pick up where Momma left off. We humans can try hard, but we’ll never be as good at raising a puppy as another dog.

If such pups reach four or five months unable to restrain their reactions to frustration (they become frustrated, then snap or bite hard), it can be extremely difficult to instill inhibition successfully. Some people do manage to avoid frustrating the dog to some degree, but never mistake avoiding a dog’s triggers for “fixing” the problem. Life is inherently annoying at times, for all of us, and it will happen. When it does, this puppy can bite hard and fast without regret or hesitation.

Delayed Development: Neglected and/or fearful puppies can be too hesitant to explore their world as a confident puppy might. As they settle into your home and you start helping them feel more confident and less stressed, they may proceed through the normal stages of puppyhood—just later. You might see a previously nonjumping puppy (who was “polite” not from understanding but from being too frightened to have contact that way) start leaping for all she is worth. That is great! Congratulations! Now you can start training your puppy through these issues as everyone else did: step by step, setting her up for success, and pretraining the right answer before you ever allow her to ask the question.

IS MY PUPPY CRAZY?

Twice a day (sometimes more, sometimes less) your puppy will go a little nuts. Ears back, she will race around your home, barking and spinning, leaping and careening into things. What the heck is going on? This is what we call a FRAP—a frenetic random activity period. Coined by a client years ago, this term aptly describes the puppy crazies. You can stay out of the way, put your puppy in the backyard, put her on lead and do some fun training, have her log some crate time with a delicious chewy, or just wait it out. This stage passes, but it is mighty cute while it is here!
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Three to Six Months: The Juvenile Period

Oh, such a fun age! Full of exploration, enthusiasm, energy—and almost no inherent self-control. These three months encompass rapid growth on all levels: his adult teeth come in; his tail, feet, ears, and muzzle reach nearly their adult size; his weight surpasses half his adult size; and much more! Can you imagine growing to half your adult weight at four to five months of age? That would be like you going from 8 pounds to 80 in under 150 days! Extraordinary!

It is easy to forget that your growing puppy has so little life experience. He makes up for it with enthusiasm, though, which can be a trying combination. So don’t be surprised if you become a bit frustrated from time to time. This is normal; just take a break—and reread the “Dealing with Frustration” which appears on page 33 of this chapter.

Teething

Just like human children, pups get two sets of teeth. Their “baby” teeth come in while they are nursing on their momma just in time to start solid food (and to encourage the start of weaning—ouch!). These needle-like sharps fall out around sixteen weeks of age, though they can start as young as twelve. First the tiny front incisor teeth exit, followed around the mouth to the molars. Last to fall out at around five and a half to six months of age are the longest teeth, the four canines (long fangs up front). While teething, your pup’s sore mouth will bleed. You’ll find blood on his toys or playmates. His breath may really stink. He may not want to eat dry food, so soaking it in a bit of water will make things easier. All this is normal.
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Pups can get fussy when they teethe. They may have some soft stools, run a slight temperature, or be a bit lethargic. While any or all of these may be normal, ask your veterinarian if you have any concerns, doubts, or questions.

Note for Toy Breed/Mix Owners: ometimes the baby teeth don’t come out when the adult come in. You’ll know this has happened if you peek in his mouth and see two rows of teeth. These baby teeth, usually the canines, can easily be removed during neutering, so speak to your veterinarian.

Dealing with Frustration—Yours

When will this end! The peeing the pooping the yipping the gnawing the chewing the jumping the spinning the dragging the constant energy? It’s time for any My Smart Puppy person to pop puppy into his crate with a favorite toy and take a break. Go out for a walk, lie down and read, take a long shower, phone a friend—whatever. Now breathe—we’re not kidding. Take thirty seconds and just breathe—deeply—in through your nose and out your mouth. Feel better?

Things to remember:

Your puppy isn’t perfect and neither are you.

Perfection is neither required nor possible. Aim for progress—you’ll be much happier.

Your puppy can understand only what you teach him understandably.

If he isn’t responding the way you want, you have to fix it. Your puppy simply cannot get better unless you get better first!

Trying everything you know isn’t trying everything.

There are so many different methods and philosophies out there. Many turn out a well-trained dog, so find one that fits your personality. We collect methods like chefs collect recipes. Be open minded, learn many things, apply what works for you.

If your puppy isn’t a stellar student, become a better teacher.

How much are you actually practicing with him? Are you setting him up for success or waiting for his mistakes? Is his tail wagging, is he looking at you, does he want to be close to you or far away? Is he calmer after a session or more crazed?
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Petra pulls to say “Hi” to Sarah. Melissa sees this as a chance to practice “Come” and “Sit” so she backs up and calls Petra to her, making an impulsive moment a frustration-free chance to learn. Excellent job! SARAH WILSON

Bit-by-bit brings you better.

Nope, he’s not trained yet. That takes a while. But is he better than he was last month? Last week? That’s all we’re looking for. If he isn’t better, then try something new. If he is, great! You’re on the right track.

One person’s problem is another person’s opportunity.

When your puppy doesn’t come to you, you may think “This is terrible!” or “I’ll never get this right!” because you don’t know what to do yet. Turn this “problem” into an opportunity. Linda Parelli, a talented horsewoman, suggests: Instead of thinking “Oh no!” think “Oh boy!”

COPING WITH ANGER

Anger happens. It’s what happens next that is within your control. Figure out your triggers. Being physically hurt, certain pitches of barking, frustration, exhaustion, feeling incompetent, social embarrassment, hopelessness, hunger, loneliness, eating the wrong foods, and drinking are all possible triggers. There are more: everyone’s got a few. Then develop a list of options for yourself: Crate puppy, call a certain friend, bellow at the ceiling (better than lashing out), go for a walk, consult cyber buddies, turn on some of your favorite music, breathe deeply, lie down for a few minutes, do yoga, whack a pillow. Whatever works for you that doesn’t involve getting angry at your puppy. And when it passes, don’t berate yourself for being angry. Congratulate yourself on how you handled it. And if congratulations aren’t exactly in order, get more help until they are. You can do this!
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The incredible cute-ness saves them when they are incredibly annoying. ROXANNE FRANKLIN

How Does My Puppy Grow?

How big will my puppy be? With purebred pups, you have a pretty good idea of what their adult size will be. Mixes are more of a surprise. Don’t be fooled by “runts.” The pup who was born half the size of the rest of the litter can grow up to be the biggest dog of all. A good rough guide of size is to double a pup’s weight between four to five months of age, meaning if your pup weighs twenty pounds about then, she’ll probably end up around forty at adulthood. Have a giant-breed puppy? Cut him plenty of slack; he may be huge but he’s still very much a youngster. Giant-breed pups seem to mature mentally a bit slower than other pups, probably due to their extreme rapid growth between three to seven months of age. They catch up, we promise.

Why are my puppy’s feet so big? A pup grows from the outside in. Their tail, ears, nose, and paws get to be adult-sized long before the rest of them does. So a pup with big feet and a big tail will probably grow into them—eventually.

What sort of coat will my puppy have? Fuzzy pups will probably grow up to be long-haired adults. Smooth-coated pups with tufts of longer hair behind their ears and slightly longer hair on their rear legs and tails will grow a longer and thicker coat as they grow up. Pups with just the hint of a mustache at twelve weeks may get wiry when full grown. Pups who are obviously wiry will have a fuller, fluffier wire coat when they mature. Pups who are slick and smooth all over will probably stay that way.

Will my puppy’s ears stand up or not? That depends. Generally, if the ears were standing up before teething, they may well drop during teething. This often happens, though no one is exactly clear as to why. It could be stress, mineral depletion due to the teething process, or something else entirely. In any case, those ears that were standing will usually stand again after teething. If they were not standing before teething and are supposed to stand, watch for them to be making an effort to do so, standing up a bit more all the time. If they are not, or if they hang down like a Labrador’s, either embrace this look as a unique aspect of your dog or ask your veterinarian how to tape them up to help them stand. No matter what you do, some ears just are not going to stand up. Oh well. It doesn’t matter to your puppy.
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Will my puppy change color? Often, yes—at least a little. Kerry Blue Terriers are born black, becoming their signature slate gray as they mature. Dalmatians are born white, with spots arriving afterward. If your pink-nosed puppy has even a few black dots on that pink, the black will expand over the first year. He may even become a black-nosed puppy yet. Tan markings may darken to reds if your puppy has any red; look at the color right behind the ears. Black on the face or legs can recede; look for brown hairs scattered in the black. This is common in German Shepherd Dogs, and little Pip, though not a Shepherd mix, is lightening up already.

The End of Social Attraction
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Somewhere around four and a half to five and a half months old (maybe a little earlier for toy-breed puppies, later for the giants) your sweet, loving, compliant puppy will have a thought and the thought will be, “No.”

Instead of coming when you call, he will come close, then throw you a quick play bow and take off. Independent puppies may now start playing “Did you call me? I didn’t hear a thing” in earnest. Reactive puppies may simply race on past “I came, I went” with lightning speed. All of it will add up to the same thing: They no longer come to you when you call them.

So, as with all such moments, when you don’t have or have lost mental control over your puppy, you attach physical controls. In this case, allowing your puppy to drag a long line outside or a lead in the house can short-circuit these runabouts before they really get going.

Hint: Walk casually in the general direction of your puppy. Step casually on the lead. Count to five, then call your puppy to you happily. Praise! If he comes, great! If not, back up and pulse that lead until he heads in your direction. (See “How to Squeeze/Pulse” on page 96.) The moment he does, pause the pulse and praise! Pulse again if he wanders. Throw a praise party when he arrives. Soon he will start to get the idea that coming to you is not optional, but it is fun!
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Head to Chapters 2 through 5, and focus on Come: Basics (page 102) and Come: Making It Work (page 134) to help him understand this better. Time to start your Space Games (same chapters) in earnest if you haven’t yet.

OH NO, WHAT HAVE I DONE! THE FIVE-MONTH-OLD REGRETS

Five months seems to be the magic number. The pup is out of that cute cute baby stage; he is teething, active, pushy, and impulsive. This is not what you had in mind! This too shall pass, and sooner than you can imagine. Build up your Level I games (pages 82–111) like Mine, Off, Look At Me, and Guided Down, so you have a way to communicate with each other. Instill your daily routines such as waiting at the door, sitting for his supper, gently taking treats, and productive play. Make sure he gets the diet and exercise he needs to grow and by the time you’ve done that, your puppy will be growing into being your best buddy.

[image: art]

Six to Nine Months: Adolescence

This is a delightful age. Teething will be over soon if it isn’t already, housebreaking is generally done, and there are fewer midnight walks and daily interruptions. You are getting to know each other better with more of the sweet, calmer moments you may have dreamed of when you got your puppy in the first place.

Your baby isn’t a baby any longer. This is more like preteen/early teenage in humans. Questioning authority begins in earnest in many. Your dog may no longer be (nor should he be) as focused on you as before. He’s his own dog now (or will be soon). It’s a great age for having fun together, as he is more of a partner now. People often say this is a hard age because their dogs become stubborn or difficult. We don’t think that way. What we do see is that whatever holes you had in your training and relationship with your dog in the early months will be in clear view now.

If you want your dog’s responsiveness and connection to continue to improve, you need to change your focus a bit so you are training the dog you have now, not the cute, big-eared puppy you had a few months ago. If your dog is new to you, go through the initial training laid out in Level I (Chapter 3). But if you’ve been doing that work for a few months, then it is time to start putting away the treats and expect the behavior you have taught. At first responsiveness may drop as you both adjust to this new level, but it will rebound if you keep up your enthusiasm and follow through.

Unhelpful Human Habits

Repetition: You’re so used to your puppy responding right away that his slow response confuses you. You start repeating the command to “give him another chance.” Your puppy responds to this by waiting for you to follow through. Dogs learn to respond at the moment you help them respond. If you say “Sit” three times then make it happen, the command becomes “sit, sit, SIT!” The single best habit to develop right now? Say it once, then make it happen!

The Pause That Confuses: You say a command, then stare at the dog. Will he do it? He stares back at you as if thinking, Are we doing something new? I guess I’ll wait and see. You stare at each other, then the dog internally shrugs and may walk away or slowly comply. Sound familiar? At every level of training, the rule is the same: Say it, do it. If you do just that your dog will be reliably obedient.
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Allowing Space Invaders: Allowing your dog to intrude into your space starts to have more obvious consequences now. You may get slammed in the dog park, scratched by a jumping dog who is “happy to see you,” shoved off your own couch, or threatened over a toy. If you have not played the Space Games in earnest yet, today is the day. If you don’t understand why these are important, play them anyway. We’re betting it will become clear to you in practice. Do not allow yourself to be pushed around, walked on, or physically dismissed.

Expect Behavioral Trial Balloons

At this age, pups start testing the boundaries. A classic example is plate poaching: walking right into your space when you are eating. This is just as pushy in a dog as it is when a friend reaches onto your plate without permission for a french fry. Your answer should be casual but immediate. Play a round of Mine (page 82). Stand up and calmly but clearly block your puppy away from the table. Return and eat. Repeat every time your puppy intrudes. Do not hesitate, do not negotiate—just do it. Block him back until he stops intruding. Polite pups do not plate poach—period.

Most of these types of behavior could have been taught unintentionally but if a few are suddenly present or are suddenly getting worse, then your dog may be giving himself a promotion. Please read “Demoting Demanding or Difficult Dogs,” page 254. Here are a few others to watch for:

•   Slamming past you at doorways

•   Not moving out of your way

•   Not giving up sleeping spots (on couch or dog bed)

•   Immediately taking your seat when you get up

•   Whining at you to get you to move from your spot

•   Getting up on the counter

•   Lunging at things on lead

•   Freezes and/or glares when you walk by him eating or chewing

•   Growling (other than in play) or baring teeth at you

•   Struggling, mouthing when handled

KEEP UP CONFINEMENT

Even though your pup’s housebroken and done with teething, it probably isn’t time to leave him free in your house when you leave. He’s still young and will learn all sorts of interesting games if allowed, games like What’s in the Couch? or 101 Things to Do with a Roll of Toilet Paper. The more active your dog’s breed or mix, the longer he’ll probably need crating. Most sporting breeds need one and a half to two years crated when alone before you can transition them to being loose. Some other breeds can start at a year, plus or minus. Either way, six to nine months old is too young for most dogs. Don’t rush this part!
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Helpful Habits to Build: Living Successfully with Your Older Puppy
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Melissa raises the bar for Petra by practicing attention in a tractor supply store. Things go well and Petra gets lots of praise, petting, and a treat. Nice teamwork! Notice Melissa’s slack lead! SARAH WILSON

Raise the Bar. To keep your puppy interested, keep asking for his very best. When you are starting out, every tiny effort toward obedience is rewarded. Good puppy! But once a behavior is basically learned, it is time to raise the bar. Try these things: If you repeat yourself or physically help your puppy get it right, then no treat. Put that treat right to his nose then put it away. Too bad. Try harder next time. You’re not angry, but he doesn’t get a gold star for C-level work. If you want to encourage A’s, make them the gold-star option. Save your treats for the best performance your puppy can currently offer. Give two or three small treats in a row for stellar moments. While you’re feeding, smile and praise. Leave no doubt in your puppy’s mind that you are delighted! At this age, it should work out to the top 25 percent of the best responses gets treats and praise, 50 percent of the standard, “okay” responses gets a treat and some praise, bottom 25 percent gets no treats and brief praise. In this way you are making it clear to your puppy what you like the very best. If his slow Sit after two commands gets the same treat and praise that an immediate Sit with full attention gets, how is he supposed to know which is better? If you want the best, reward the best with the best.

More Than Ever, Minor Moments Matter. Behavior is cumulative. The more intense and intelligent your dog, the more such moments add up. With our Pip, we have to be ready to redirect her to a better choice or respond to her choice at a moment’s notice. She’s not an easy puppy to live with, not even for us. How she goes through doors, takes treats, plays with toys, walks with us in the house, responds to directions are all watched carefully. We know that letting little things slide sets the stage for bigger problems later on. For us, it is not the size of the behavior that matters but the mental state behind the behavior.

Anticipation: Preventing, and Redirecting Trouble. Again, Pip is a good example. Her terrier background means that she escalates from excitement into aggression quickly around the other dogs. Because we know this about her, we set her up for success rather than allowing her to practice this unwanted cycle. When we let all the dogs out, she is last, remaining crated until we can focus on her entirely. Then she must sit quietly at the door, not stand on her hind legs digging wildly at it while barking, which is her first choice. She must wait as we open the door instead of racing through the slightest crack. When we get to the side gate into the larger fenced area, we take her collar and ask for a quiet Sit again. She is not released until she is quietly restraining herself without any pressure on her collar. That’s the link we are developing: Calm = Freedom. It is a link she will never discover on her own. Either we shape her choices now or we fight her tendencies for a lifetime.
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Restraint creates resistance (and OH how we HATE the retractable leashes!). This is not teamwork or connection. Time to play games like Look At Me, Simple Sit, and Catch My Drift. SARAH WILSON

Find and Use a Good Praise Level. Dogs believe us. If you are boring and lackadaisical in your praise, your puppy will be slow and lackadaisical in his response. Often people are embarrassed to really praise their puppies. Interestingly, they may have no problem scolding them. Think about that. Get over your issues with praise and use it. Be enthusiastic relative to your natural self, meaning you don’t need to sound like a clown to get the message across; you simply need to sound warm, loving, and sincere. Watch for a soft look in your puppy’s eyes, his ears back, his mouth relaxed—a happy expression. If you are too much for your puppy, he will look away, even turning or walking away, or he may start to jump up or mouth you. In some cases, the puppy will stop coming all the way up to you. If this happens, slow your hands and voice; touch him on his neck and body, not his face; stop and walk away sooner. Your goal is for your puppy to stay for the praise. If you aren’t energetic or sincere enough, your pup may not wag or look at you at all. In this case, speed up your hands (still stay away from the face), be more enthusiastic and warm. Find what works—then use it!

Nine to Twelve Months: Living with Your Pupteen

Times they are a-changing. You remember that sweet little pup who followed you around and listened to your every word (or close to it)? That pup’s gone. For good. People frequently call these dogs their “puppies.” If you are doing so, stop. Call them your dog because that’s what they are. It is time to put away puppyish things and start moving on to handling your maturing dog.
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If you’ve recently adopted your dog, assume he has had little coherent instruction and is confused about the world and his place in it. Assume he thinks humans are, at best, incompetent, and, at worst, unreliable and frightening. With any adopted dog, always start at the very beginning of training, working on your START Level I basics and reading the sections that come before this one. Doing this will allow you to discover any holes in his understanding while showing him that this is a brand-new relationship, one without confusion or violence. If you’ve had your dog from the start, now is the time to step up daily structure and direction, to increase calm follow-through, further decrease food treats, and move into living with your mentally adult—soon to be physically adult—dog.

Disobedience or Missed Obedience?

Last night I was teaching puppy class and PJ was assisting. We were demonstrating Wait at the door where the dog pauses in front of an open door rather than rushing out. As PJ and I approached the sliding doors that lead to the outside, I said, “Wait.” PJ sat beautifully as I slid open the door. We exited together. Perfect. Turning, I decided to show this coming back into the room. I said “Wait” again but this time PJ didn’t pause a moment; instead she trotted through the door and into the room. Hmmm, I thought as I called her back out and tried again. Again, I said “Wait,” and, again, she walked right past me into the room. Then I understood.

Is she being disobedient? Not on your life! She’s being literal, as most dogs are. Since I had only worked PJ on Wait as I left the room, that’s all she understood. So while I thought “Wait” meant pause at the doorway, she thought “Wait” meant pause on the inside facing out.

Her going back into the room wasn’t “bad”; she was trying to get herself in position to do the command as she understood it. It wasn’t what I wanted, but whose fault is that? So I set her up a third time and stepped in front of her, blocking her. She looked rather surprised but sat with an “Okay, this is different” look on her face. Good dog! From then on she understood.

Dogs learn exactly what you teach them. Exactly. I called a pup in class and the pup ran, tail awagging, to his mom and sat. Bad puppy? Not at all. While we know “Come” means come to the person who called, he knew “Come” meant run to Mom and sit. A few treat lures and a lot of praise later, he quickly got the idea.

Another classic is Sit. Mostly we humans teach Sit with the pup in front of us. Later when walking on lead, some owners are frustrated because every time they say “Sit” the pup swings in front of them instead of sitting by their side. Pup is just doing exactly what you trained her to do. If you now want Sit at your side, you’ll need to teach that. Very often, what we humans are quick to label “disobedience” is actually us missing a pup’s effort at obedience as she understands it.

Activities: Time to Go to Work!

At this age, dogs need things to do. Those can be things you want or things they want—your choice. Bracken, our eldest German Shepherd Dog, picks up food bowls for us at dinnertime. Sarah started asking her to do this when we had client dogs and the bowls were often left in the back of crates. Sending her in when the occupant was outside playing was easier than crawling in after it. Other dogs we know put their toys away on command, pick up laundry, find toys by name, fetch a can of dog food, or a roll of paper towels, carry a bag with tools or a note from one part of a large house to another to the person specified. Be creative! What a dog can do for and with you is limited largely by your imagination.

Handling: Keep It Up!

It you’ve been handling your pup daily since he was two months of age—great! Keep it up! If you haven’t, now’s the time to start. Every companion puppy in the United States should allow himself to be touched without concern or protest. You never know when glass will cut a paw pad, daily eye medication will be required, a stick will get caught in the roof of your dog’s mouth, or he will need to be restrained at the veterinarian’s. When those things happen, you want your dog to trust human hands on his body. Some accept handling immediately, others need our help. Either way, practice ensures success. This is so important that we have included Touch Games as a part of all the START Training in Chapters 2 through 5.

Handling also builds bite inhibition, making your puppy a safer pet. We adults tend to touch our dogs in very predictable ways. Enter someone new or a child who grabs or hugs or does something unexpected and your dog might react with surprise. This is much less likely if you’ve made handling his body a part of your daily life together.

You can be playful—grasping his tail suddenly but gently, lifting both ears up or folding them down, holding a paw gently. In each case, waiting patiently until the dog is calm before releasing makes your point. Drying paws after a wet walk, brushing all over, gently massaging his neck and down his spine, learning how to stretch your dog safely all help to build mental as well as physical compliance.

HOW TO PLAY TUG

Another way to improve self-control when your dog is excited is to teach her how to play Tug properly. This is not a free-for-all. Most pups will get overstimulated by this game if it is played improperly and end up jumping at you, mouthing, or generally blowing a small (or a large) canine gasket. If you see that about to happen, stop. Down your dog. If you can’t Down your dog verbally, leave a lead on her flat collar and use the Guided Down as taught on page 92. Foot on lead, let her calm down. Then start again more slowly. This gives her a chance to learn how to listen when excited and you a good way to practice this important skill together. But, if she cannot calm down, quit for the day. Note: If you have small children, skip this game until they are older.
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Properly played:

• Dog sits.

• You present a toy to the dog and wait. Use a large one that you both can hold at the same time. She must not leap and grab. If she does, simply lift it out of her way as you do with Sit for Your Supper (see page 267). In fact, playing that at every meal this week should help your dog’s self-control here.

• You tell her to start by saying “Get it!” and play at an excitement level your dog can handle. No whipping her head back and forth roughly. That can be risky physically and behaviorally. We allow the dog to tug us forward as she tugs straight back. This makes the game a good rear and back workout for your dog as well as being fun.

• You stop playing—do not pull on the toy—say “Out” (or “Drop”—the word doesn’t matter).

• If the dog removes her mouth, praise.

• If not, try reaching under and putting your hand under her jaw. Don’t squeeze. Just place your hand on her jaw. Many dogs release at this touch.

• If not, go work on your Out (page 136) until she releases reliably.

• If your dog heeds to build her confidence, then let her “win” the item often. If your puppy has a bit too much confidence, then don’t let her get the toy much, if at all.
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What the heck is THIS? SARAH WILSON
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Eeep! Looks dangerous! SARAH WILSON
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I will bark at it fiercely, that will scare it! SARAH WILSON
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