
 

Training 101 
 

How dogs learn 
Dogs learn by the association of two events and by the immediate results of their behavior. The key to training a dog 
to do anything is: 

 Reward behaviors you like (such as sitting, relaxing or not barking) by saying ‘good!’ and giving a reward.   

 Ignore or Redirect unwanted behaviors. (“Redirect” means having your dog perform a more appropriate 
behavior like sit instead of jumping up, or using a tug toy to get your dog to stop biting the leash.) 

 Prevent unwanted behaviors through management of the environment.  
 Never knee, yell at, grab aggressively, or pin down any dog.   Please review our Position Statement on the 

back page.  
 Inquire with any of our CPDT staff trainers to learn more about training! 

 

Marking good behavior 
Markers are signals that tell your dog “you did the right thing in that exact moment!” Common markers include 
“good”, “yes”, or a clicker. It is important to mark good behaviors before rewarding your dog. Without markers, 
your dog may not know why she is getting the reward. Next time your dog sits nicely or does anything you like, say 
“good!” or click before giving her a treat. 
 

How to correct mistakes 

It is better to ignore mistakes than to point them out to your dog with a “Wrong!” or a “No!” Telling your dog “No!” 
can stop behavior but it can inhibit learning. It could also teach your dog to be sneaky and only perform the 
unwanted behavior when you aren’t watching. It is much more efficient to reward behaviors you want instead of 
focusing on punishing behaviors you don’t want. 
 

Motivation 
With the proper motivation dogs learn to offer behaviors that we want. Food is a primary motivator for most 
animals, including dogs. It works well for training (particularly in a distracting setting) because most dogs are 
strongly motivated by it.  When using food we are able to use very small pieces that are quickly eaten so the dog can 
get back to the task at hand. The value of a reward must match or exceed the value of a distraction. You can likely 
use your dog’s kibble or biscuits for training at home. However, the real world is a very distracting setting. Plain 
crunchy biscuits, kibble and store bought treats might not be valuable enough when your dog is distracted! We 
recommend human grade products like hot dogs, cheese, and deli meats.  
 
Food is not the only thing that your dog will find rewarding. Many dogs are also motivated by toys and play, and 
others seem to enjoy lots of praise and petting. You will find the most success in training if you use a variety of your 
dog’s favorite things as rewards. 
 

Will I have to use food forever? 
When your dog is first learning a behavior, it is important to reward every time.  When first learning a behavior your 
dog is performing because she is getting an immediate reward. Once your dog has learned the behavior and 
responds to the verbal cue most of the time, you can switch to a more random reinforcement schedule i.e. reward 
randomly when your dog performs the behavior. Over time, you can gradually fade out food and use praise and real 
life rewards to maintain the good behavior 
 
 


