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op trainers and behaviour ex-
I perts weighed in with their top
picks for dog and cat training

myths. Here are the top five, in no
particular order.

MYTH #1: The cat/dog pees in my bed,
chews my shoes or engages in other un-
acceptable behaviors when I am out be-
cause he is spiteful or is mad at me.
Conversely, my dog should do what I
want because he wants to please me.

FACT: Dogs and cats are not moral beings
and do not have a concept of “right and
wrong”. They are capable of neither spite
nor the advance planning required to get
back at you. Animals do these “bad”
things because they are anxious. The
most likely causes of severe anxiety are
being left alone, or fear of punishment
upon your return. They feel better when
they relieve themselves or chew some-
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thing. They are attracted to items that
carry your scent, because they associate
you with food and companionship, and
so they are more likely to damage items
that you use frequently. Dogs do what
pleases the dog (as do cats). Don’t expect
your dog to behave just to please you
anymore than you would expect to go to
work just to please your boss. Be pre-
pared to make it worth the animal’s
while using treats or play, and your dog
or cat really will do what you want.

MYTH #2: The dog barges through the
door, takes the leash in his mouth,
jumps on you or pulls on the leash be-
cause he is being dominant and is try-
ing to raise his status in ‘the pack’ You
must act like a pack leader to stop the
dog from taking control.

FACT: The dog engages in these behav-
iours because they have been rein-
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forced. That is, some favourable conse-
quence (to the dog) has occurred as a
result of doing these things. Any be-
haviour that is reinforced will be re-
peated. The dog pulls on the leash and
gets to move forward, so he will pull on
the leash again. The dog jumps on
someone and they pet him or even yell
and push him off (exciting for the dog)
and so he will jump again. Scientific re-
search into the natural history and be-
haviour of dogs and wolves has
debunked the dominance myth, with-
out question. Find a dog trainer that no
longer believes in dominance hierarchy
or the need to show the dog who's boss.

MYTH #3: [ don’t have to teach my dog
or cat to be good with my kids. They
should know that the kids are part of
the family.

FACT: Dogs and cats do not come
knowing how to interact appropriately
with humans. Kittens and puppies are
generally friendly, but don’t assume
that this will last into adulthood with-
out specific training. Many dogs and
cats are surrendered to shelters because
of this very assumption. For the best
chance of success, dogs and cats must
be taught using positive reinforcement
(play and treats) how to behave around
people, especially children.

MYTH #4: Animals have to make mis-
takes and be corrected or punished in
order to learn. The only way to get truly
reliable behaviour is to punish the ani-
mal when he is bad or makes a mistake.
FACT: Animals (people too!) do not
have to make mistakes to learn. Learn-
ing occurs best when the animal is feel-
ing happy and confident. Fear of



punishment impedes learning. Punish-
ment may suppress behaviour in the
short term, but is needed time and time
again as the animal does not really learn
from it. The most reliable behaviours are
those taught by setting the stage for the an-
imal to succeed and then rewarding suc-
cess. The world’s top trainers of assistance
animals, performance animals and work-
ing animals train by teaching the animal
what to do (as opposed to what not to do)
and then giving food or another reward
when the animal does the right thing.
There are a million ways to do something
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correct if the animal does it the wrong way.

MYTH #5: You can’t teach an old dog new
tricks, and you can’t train cats, period.
FACT: Of course you can teach an old dog
new tricks, and you can certainly train
cats (and any other animal for that mat-
ter). The laws of learning apply to all
species, young and old. Behaviour that is
reinforced is repeated. Behaviour that is
not reinforced fades away. Find a way to
get the animal do to the behaviour you
want, limit the opportunity for behaviour
you don’t want and give the animal
something it likes as a consequence of ap-
propriate behaviour. The animal will be
more likely to repeat that behaviour in
the future, giving you yet another chance
to reinforce it. &
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