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Dogs work for pay 
 Are you giving and getting the right rewards 
when training? 
If you want a well-trained dog, then the first rule of the game is to 

understand that, essentially, dogs work for pay – pretty much like us, really. 

Give them a reward at just the right time for doing the right thing and they’ll 

want to repeat it to earn another.  

It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? Then why does it sometimes seem so hard? 

No matter what you do, your dog either doesn’t seem to get what you want 

or only gives you the behavior you ask for some of the time, not every time. 

The answer to that is giving the right reward, great timing and absolute 

consistency. All of which means a bit of effort, plenty of practice and some 

hard concentration until it becomes second nature to you both.                                                          

Continued on page 2 

 

 Whatever you’ve read, heard or seen on TV, your dog is NOT a wolf – and that’s official. So  
forget about dominating the pack, start building the right, positive human-to-dog relationship 

and enjoy your life together. See page 3. 
forget about dominating the pack, start building the right, positive, human-to-dog relationship and 
enjoy your life together…  see page 3 

The Dog Tales by… 

The Laughing Tail, LLC 

Professional dog training, dog day care 
and dog walking serving the Vancouver, 
Camas, and Portland areas. 

(360) 607-3322 
info@TheLaughingTail.com 
P.O. Box 87141 
Vancouver, Washington 98687 
 

TheLaughingTail.com 
 

 

Whatever you’ve heard, your dog is not a wolf 

Want to know more about 
how your dog learns and how 

to make training stick? 

 

how your dog learns and 
how to make training stick? 
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Making your training pay 

If you’re struggling to get your 

training to stick, go back to basics 

and think about how and when 

you’re rewarding when your dog 

gets things right. Keep formal 

training sessions short – just 15 or 

20 minutes a day. There’s some 

good, solid evidence that, like 

humans, dogs process information 

overnight so you may find you get a 

better performance the following 

day. If you ask for a behavior 

you’ve already taught and you get 

it, reinforce with a reward until it 

becomes automatic – that’s 

conditioning, as it’s known in the 

training world.  

The right reward 

Most dogs are motivated by food, 

but have a variety of different food 

rewards so that you can up the 

stakes when you’re teaching 

something fresh. Chicken, cheese or 

liver work well as high motivation 

rewards, but you only need a little. 

Our (and our dogs’) favorite is 

tubes of squeezable cheese – it’s 

portable, easy to hold and you can 

give just a tiny taste. Keep rewards 

Treats, technique and impeccable timing are the key to effective training. 
And everyone in the household has to be on the same script. 

Repetition, repetition, repetition 

Learning in an alien language 

without the benefit of a dictionary 

is a big ask – but that’s what we 

expect our dogs to do. So don’t 

expect instant results. Sometimes 

you’ll see your dog go through a 

variety of different actions – their 

repertoire of what they know  

normally gets them a reward – as 

they try to work out what it is 

you’re asking of them this time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Be absolutely consistent in the 

words you use to ask for behaviors 

and make sure everyone in the 

household is on the same script. 

Before you know it, it will all click 

into place. 

 

 

  

small. That’s important – you want 

your dog to keep wanting to earn.  

Make it everyday fun 

Use your daily routines as part of 

training, including giving your dog 

dinner. Obviously, you don’t want 

to make the dinner challenge too 

hard. You want him to get fed. You 

can ask him to do something simple 

he already knows how to do, but it 

reinforces the idea that if he gives 

you what you want, he gets 

something in return. And try not to 

give treats except as a training 

reward. You want your dog to get 

the idea that the reward comes for 

giving you a behavior you want. 

The right timing 

When you’re teaching something 

new, timing is crucial. The only way 

your dog knows which action gets a 

reward is if you give the treat right 

on the moment they do the action. 

If there’s any kind of delay, they 

may associate getting a treat with 

something quite random that’s 

happening at the same time. So be 

focused and ready to treat. 
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For years, there’s been a school of 

thinking around dog training that 

dogs treat their human companions 

as members of their pack. 

According to this theory, our dogs 

are constantly vying with us for 

authority, seeking to establish 

themselves as the ‘alpha’ in the 

pack.  As owners, so the theory 

goes, we need to dominate. We 

need to be the pack leader, and 

accept no challenge to our place.  

The family wolf 

In fact, as humans, we share about 

the same amount of our genetic 

material with chimps as dogs do 

with wolves. So what does that say 

about us? And the animal 

behaviorists who study wolves 

have for some time been dismayed 

to find their research hijacked. 

Recent research has found that, 

even amongst wolves, the idea of 

hierarchical packs, with alpha 

males and females enforcing their 

will on the lower ranking pack 

members may be mistaken. The 

relationships within packs are far 

more complex, fluid and subtle.   

Cooperation and mutual benefit is 

part of the pack dynamic. Family 

units and nurturing the young and 

weak are important. 

Wolf pack theory in dog training 

has nonetheless proved a very 

enduring myth – perhaps because it 

just sounds right or perhaps 

because we all like the idea of being 

a pack leader. 

The question is: does it really 

matter? 

The good leader 

 There are some aspects of the idea 

of pack leadership that can help us 

to train our dogs well. Dogs do 

need clarity and consistency from 

their owners. They need to know 

exactly what we want from them 

and what they can reliably expect 

in return. All of which is very much 

part of what being a good leader in 

any context is all about. 

Even if our dogs aren’t wolves, we 

need to set out our rules of good 

behavior and teach our dogs what 

they are - clearly, consistently, 

patiently. We owe it to ourselves 

and the rest of society, to help our 

dogs behave well. But the way we 

can best do that is by associating 

the behavior we want with positive 

experiences, not by dominant 

control or generating fear. Treats, 

games and our companionship are 

all powerful motivators for doing 

the right thing as far as dogs are 

concerned.  

If they don’t give us the behavior 

we want and lose out on the good 

stuff, they soon start trying to 

change what they do so the good 

starts coming their way.  

 

 

 

But we don’t need to worry about 

hierarchies and establishing our 

place at the top. If it suits you to 

feed your dog before you and the 

family sit down to your meal, that’s 

fine. But if your dog harasses you, 

for your food when you do sit down 

to eat it, then the answer is to 

 

Dogs, training and 
the wolf pack myth  

myth 
There has been much talk in recent years 

about the dog’s close affinity with the wolf. 
Some maintain that to train your dog, you 

have to be leader of your own personal wolf 
pack to assert your control. But according to 
most current views of animal behavior, it’s a 

myth. We explain why it’s a mistake.    
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deny him the pleasure of your 

company for a few moments then 

bring him back and repeat the 

exercise until the dog learns that it 

is quiet behavior that pays off.  OK 

– it’s tedious and disruptive in the 

short term, but effective in the long. 

Avoiding harm 

 To some extent, even if it’s not 

very accurate, the myth of the ‘dog 

as wolf ‘ and the need for pack 

leadership may do no harm, if it’s 

just confined to the odd story to 

emphasize the need for clarity and 

consistency in training.  

Where it can cause problems is 

when it is used to justify the use of 

dominant physical control to train -  

that can be anything from a strong 

lead jerk to shock collars. There is 

no doubt that these methods can 

work in the short-term. But they 

can have very worrying 

consequences. 

Dominant control is about 

triggering a desire to avoid or 

escape an unpleasant experience. If 

you use something unpleasant to 

amend behavior – slaps, lead jerks 

or shock collars – the dog may 

associate the unpleasant correction 

not with his own behavior at that 

moment, but with anything 

involved at the time – the place, the 

time of day, the other dog nearby, 

the car journey to the training 

session and, most of all, the owner. 

Because let’s face it, it’s the owner 

that is always there when the 

unpleasant stuff happens. 

If a dog’s unwanted behavior is 

already caused by fear – for 

example, growling and lunging 

caused by poor socialization and 

fear of other dogs – then if you 

apply physical correction when the 

dog lunges and barks, the dog now 

has two things to fear – other dogs 

and your reaction to his fear. The 

physical correction may suppress 

the signals of fear (the barking and 

lunging), but it does not make the 

dog any less fearful. It just 

suppresses the signals, which 

makes the dog’s behaviour more 

unreadable and unpredictable.  

And that is a potential danger  

to everyone.  

Continued 

The first few weeks and months 

after you bring a puppy home sets 

him on the road for life. 

Everything’s a big, big adventure 

for a young puppy – some of it’s fun 

and exciting, some of it’s a bit scary. 

Early experiences, both good and 

bad, can be powerful and may last a 

lifetime.   

The best thing you can do for your 

puppy is to pack in as many 

positive, fun experiences as you 

can. If you do, you’re well on the 

way to having a calm, confident, 

happy dog.  

So once your pup has had the first 

set of vaccinations, go to it and 

start exploring together. Get your 

puppy used to as many different 

places, people, sounds and sights as 

you can. Immunity won’t be 

established until after the second 

round of vaccinations (your vet will 

advise), but you can certainly carry 

your puppy around or invite people 

to see you. 

Make sure that your adventures are 

all about good stuff. Minimise the 

risk of your puppy getting too 

Guiding your puppy through life’s big adventure 

Getting out with your puppy is a 

good excuse to abandon your 

dignity and act like a kid. Talk 

happy talk, be silly, be playful.  

Most of all, make every new 

experience a positive one.  Enjoy! 

 

Stop worrying about being pack leader and enjoy time with your dog 
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‘A’ predicts ‘B’ 
The heart of obedience 
training is predictability 

Dogs learn by making 
associations between things 
or events. One thing predicts 
another.  

This is how learning works 
and what forms the bedrock 
of behavior science.  

Dogs are motivated to make 
good things happen and to 
avoid and stop bad things. 
Sometimes, this is something 
your dog can control.  

We can take advantage of 
their desire to win the good 
stuff when we’re training by 
promising: ‘You do that and 
I’ll give you this.’ It’s a kind 
of contract that makes for 
mutual convenience and 
enjoyment. In a nutshell, 
that’s how obedience 
training works.  

Getting great results  
Knowing the process dogs use to learn makes life easier. Here are 
some bite-sized explanations. 
 

 

Taking away fear 
Tackling the source of 
problem behavior 

Fear is easily installed in 
animal behavior, but it is 
notoriously difficult to erase. 
The most effective and 
kindest way to deal with it is 
to use what’s called ‘de-
sensitization and counter 
conditioning’.  

The dog is persuaded to 
gradually see the object of 
their fear as something good. 
It’s done through 
associations (back to ‘A’ 
predicts ‘B’). If every time 
your dog sees the scary 
thing, he gets lavished with 
praise, happy talk, tasty 
treats or a valued toy, over 
time, he will start to see it as 
a positive thing instead.  

Your dog doesn’t have to do 
anything in these cases. It 
just happens. The 
appearance of the scary 
thing reliably predicts good 
stuff.   

Respect the growl 
When growling can be  
your friend 

It’s understandable to be 
worried when our dogs 
behave aggressively towards 
other people or dogs, 
particularly when it isn’t 
obvious why. The aggression 
may be because your dog 
wants to protect a resource 
or because they are over-
excited and restricted by the 
lead or a fence.  

But at other times they are 
afraid of the target of their 
aggression and you need to 
know that. Whatever the 
reason, that snarling is part 
of the dog’s language and it’s 
telling you that all is not 
well. Punish the growling 
and your dog will stop, but 
the attitude towards the 
object of his behavior won’t 
have changed. He’s just 
stopped telling you. And that 
stops you predicting what he 
might do next. 



 

 

 

If you’d like to know more about how dogs learn so you can improve the 

effectiveness of your training or you have a behavior issue that you’re 

struggling with, check out the website or get in touch. 

 
Laura Rothboeck 

The Laughing Tail LLC 

info@TheLaughingTail.com 

TheLaughingTail.com 

(360) 607-3322 
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The language of play 

Letting dogs play together is great for their health – 
mental and physical. But a rough and tumble play 
session can sometimes be worrying for owners. If 
you can read the body language, you’ll often find that 
what looks alarming from your perspective, is just 
sheer fun for your dog. Here are the signs of happy 
play to watch for: 

 Play bows: front legs lowered to the floor and 
back legs up and straight  

 Front paw raised 

 A ‘bouncy gait’ when running – not low and 
fast 

 Role reversals: one dog chases another then 
swaps roles: pursuer becomes pursued 

 Play interruptions: play stops for a moment 
by mutual consent 

 

 

 

The signs that show you ‘this is fun!’ 

If you’d like to learn more….  

 


