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Thank you for downloading! 

 

May your training be filled 

with joy and wonder! 

 

May you and your dog grow 

closer than ever before. 
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Canine Learning Theory Has Evolved! 

Hi, I’m Bo McGuffee, owner of Puppy Tutor Dog Training in Beloit, WI. My 

methods are force free and pain free. I never use intimidation, fear, pain, 

or violence to motivate a dog in any way.  

 

Why don't I do that? For me, it’s an ethical issue. But, I am also committed 

to force-free methods because of what the science behind modern dog 

training teaches us. And that’s what I’m outlining for you here today. 

 

In the last half of a century, we have learned so much about how dogs 

learn. It’s downright amazing. And it seems like we're learning more and 

more every day. In this presentation, I want to highlight the most 

significant features of canine learning theory so that you can better 

understand how dogs learn and how the methods you use affect the 

overall behavior and well being of your dog.  
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For simplicity's sake I have boiled canine learning theory down into four 

key elements that you need to know. As I go through these, I encourage 

you to consider your own life with your dog. Can you see how these 

elements play out in your lives together? Hopefully, when we are done 

here, you will become even more sensitive to the dynamics involved in 

your dog’s learning and be able to take advantage of them.  

Learning through Association 

The first key element I want to emphasize is this: dogs ascribe meaning to 

most things through association. Sure, there are a few things that have 

meaning inherent in themselves, such as food. Food is necessary for 

survival, and therefore food is inherently good. But for the most part, 

things acquire meaning as the result of how a dog experiences them.  

 

In this, dogs aren't a whole lot 

unlike humans.  

 

When I was young, my parents 

took me on vacation every summer 

to see my dad’s family in 

Mississippi. It was a very long car 

ride. Fourteen hours, if I remember 

correctly. And, it was extremely hot 

down there. I wasn’t good at 

making friends, so I didn’t really 

have anyone to play with. For my 

parents, it was an opportunity to 

see family. Meanwhile, I felt 

isolated and miserable. It really 

wasn’t a “vacation” for me. 
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We did this year after year, until I was in my late teens and could opt out. 

Up until that point, every year I would absolutely dread it. This, of course, 

had a lasting effect. 

 

Even though the last vacation I went on with my parents was more than 

thirty years ago, to this day, I absolutely hate taking road trips. Even the 

thought of going on a “vacation” somewhere spikes my anxieties. It’s 

probably no surprise that my ideal “vacation” is the “staycation”, where I 

basically get to stay at home with my cat and dogs. 

 

Hearing this, you may think, “how odd”. After all, having an aversion to 

travel does not seem to be the case with most people. In fact, most other 

people seem to love to drive across the countryside or go see other 

countries. That's because they 

had enough good experiences 

on trips for them to have 

learned that when they hit the 

road it's probably going to be 

fun.  

 

We all draw on our experiences 

in order to try to anticipate how 

things are going to turn out in the future. Those experiences shape how 

we feel about similar things and how we ascribe value to potential events. 

We then act accordingly. (In my case, I avoid road trips like the plague.) 

 

Consider these questions: 

 

 Is getting a dog good or bad?  

 Is going into a church meaningful or meaningless?  

 Is getting on a rollercoaster fun or scary?  

 

Are cats good or bad? 
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The answer to those questions depends on the experiences you associate 

with them and what you naturally expect out of them. All of those things 

have acquired their meaning––their value––as a result of those personal 

experiences. 

 

So too with dogs.  

 

 Are children fun or threatening? It depends on how the dog has 

experienced children in the past.  

 When daddy calls and puts his hands out, are those hands something 

to be rushed toward or something to shy away from? It depends on 

how the dog has been treated by those hands. . 

 

  

Water can be fun! 
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Remember this: 

 

Stimuli receive their meaning from that which is to come.  

 

And the more times a stimulus is paired with a particular experience, the 

more powerful and meaningful the association becomes, which is why the 

history with the stimulus is so important. 

 

As dogs continually learn through associations, those associations then 

determine whether things are perceived as good or bad, and the dogs––

not unlike people––act accordingly.  

Learning through Consequence 

The next key element that I want to talk about is how dogs learn through 

consequences of their actions. 

Basically, the question the dog faces 

after engaging in a behavior is this: 

did it work? Or, to put it another 

way, did I benefit? 

 

I remember the first time Puppy Loki 

got into the sink. I was sitting on the 

couch watching TV, when I heard a 

strange noise in the kitchen. I 

looked around and noticed that 

Puppy Loki was nowhere to be seen. 

I went into the kitchen and found 

Loki at the sink licking out the 

unwashed spaghetti pot. Of course, 

I called him down from the sink and 

ushered him out of the kitchen. But, Loki could be a handful. 
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I didn’t clean the pot. A few minutes later, he did it again. It actually took 

me three times to realize that I needed to clean out the sink if I wanted 

him to stop. 

 

By then, however, it was too late to stop a lesson from being learned. 

Through several trials, Loki had figured out that if he got into the sink, 

there would probably be goodies in there waiting for him. In short, he tried 

something new, it worked for him (repeatedly), and a new behavior (that 

of checking the sink regularly) began.  

 

Remember this formula:  

 

Consequences fuel anticipation; anticipation drives behavior. 

 

Let’s look at that scenario in light of 

that formula. The consequence of 

Loki getting into the sink was that 

he found food (indeed more than 

once). Therefore, he anticipated 

that there would be food in there if 

he did it again. Therefore, he did it 

again.  

 

People do this too. If you play a 

game and you win. Then you play 

again, and you win. And again, and 

you win. Over time, you start to anticipate that you are probably going to 

win the next time around as well. If you think you're going to win, you're 

more likely to play. And if you lose repeatedly, you will probably anticipate 

that you are going to lose next time, and probably not want to play.  
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So, if a dog engages in behavior and the outcome is positive––let's call this 

"the dog wins" scenario––then the dog is likely to continue that behavior.  

 

This is great news for those of us training dogs. If you know that 

consequences fuel anticipation and anticipation drives behavior, then you 

know that in order to change behavior all you need to do is manipulate the 

consequences.  

 

If you want a dog to keep doing something (or get better at doing 

something) set them up so that they win. If you want them to stop doing 

something, set them up so that they lose.  

 

There are a variety of different ways you can do this that involve what are 

called reinforcers and punishers. A reinforcer relates to winning and 

improving behavior, and a punisher relates to losing and extinguishing a 

behavior.  
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I always have to be careful when I talk about “punishment”. Too often, 

people think of punishment as using physical or verbal “corrections” (as 

they are often called). This is not what I’m talking about at all. In fact, I 

think you should avoid such methods like the plague. Those kinds of 

punishments are known as “aversives”. They tend to have unintended side 

effects, are arguably abusive, and are completely unnecessary. You can set 

a dog up to lose without ever having to resort to any aversives.  

 

Here’s an example of how you can do that. If your dog is jumping on you 

in order to get your attention, you now know that giving the dog any 

attention whatsoever is a win for the dog and encourages the dog to 

continue the behavior. Don’t 

forget that attention includes 

things like speaking to the dog 

in any way and even pushing 

it down.  

 

Instead of giving attention, 

you can refuse to give your 

attention by turning your back 

on your dog. When you take 

away the attention that the dog is trying to get as a consequence of the 

jumping, the dog loses. This is a form of non-aversive punishment. Over 

time, the dog can learn that jumping is a losing strategy and stops doing it. 

Then, in the place of jumping you have the opportunity to teach your dog 

to sit or nuzzle your hand to get your attention––which you will set up as a 

great big win for the dog so the dog continues to do that instead. 

 

By manipulating the consequences, you are able to manipulate 

behavior. 
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So, with that in mind, I want you to take a moment and consider real life 

situations and how consequences affect future behavior. 

 

 When your dog barks at you in order to get attention, does it work?  

 When your dog gets into the sink, do they find food laying there, 

thus making the effort worthwhile?  

 

Here’s a really important one that is too often overlooked: 

 What if your dog sees your sandwich sitting there on the table 

unguarded and chooses NOT to grab it. What does your dog get in 

return in order to turn that behavior into a win? Do you give them 

something that makes the act 

of ignoring the sandwich worth 

doing again? Or does nothing 

happen, thus making the 

unguarded sandwich much 

more appealing in the future?   

 

You always want to reinforce 

behaviors you like and remove the 

reinforcement from the behaviors 

you want to be rid of.  

 

Again, the formula: Consequences fuel anticipation. Anticipation drives 

behavior.  

Social Learning 

Third, dogs are social learners. That means they can learn how to behave 

by the example of the other dogs around them...and to a certain extent by 

the example of people around them as well. 
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I remember when I was going through the potty-training phase with Puppy 

Loki. I hung a bell on the doorknob. Unfortunately, Loki took the bell off 

and decided it was a toy. So, it turned out the bell wasn't going to work. 

However, he was really good at walking and standing in front of the door 

when he wanted to go out. Since that worked well enough, I didn’t really 

need the bell anymore. 

 

One day, however, something interesting happened. I didn't notice Puppy 

Loki go to the back door. Then I heard the door knob rattle. I walked to 

the back door, and there he was looking at me, waiting. Then he rattled it 

again with his nose. I cheered, “Yayyy!”, and out we went. 
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This was huge! I never intended to teach him to rattle the door knob to get 

out the back door. He just picked it up by watching my actions and 

observing the effects. After all, I naturally rattled the doorknob when 

turning it right before the door opened.  

 

When I adopted Lugh, he did something similar. One day, he and Loki 

went to the back door to go out. Loki rattled the door knob. Lugh watched, 

and then did it himself! It wasn't the 

first time he had seen Loki touch the 

knob. In fact he saw it several times 

before. But finally, he started doing it 

himself. 

 

Social learning is very powerful. In 

fact, studies show that when dogs 

have the opportunity to observe 

other dogs do a task, they are more 

likely to learn it faster than if they do 

not have the opportunity to observe at all.  

 

There's a relatively new approach to dog training out there that leverages 

the power of social learning. It's called “Do as I Do” training. Basically, a 

trainer will teach a dog how to do multiple tasks by modeling the desired 

behaviors for the dog. Then, after they are able to generalize beyond 

performing specific behaviors to performing any previous behavior, the 

trainer can cue the dog to mimic whatever they do.   

 

Dogs are able to replicate human behaviors because they have what are 

called "mirror neurons". That enables them to understand a person’s intent 

and duplicate the person’s action, adapting for physiological differences of 

course.  
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It's really amazing. Interestingly enough, it turns out that leveraging social 

learning in this way may even be better than standard “Lure and Reward” 

training when it comes to object-related tasks, such as teaching a dog to 

ring a bell when it’s potty time.  

 

Going beyond learning from the behavior of others, dogs can also draw 

from the emotions of others. If a shy dog is paired with confident helper 

dog, that shy dog can learn from the other that "it's okay". For example, 

they can learn to overcome the fear of doorways and go through them. 

They can learn to go up those stairs, too. After all, the other dog did it and 

nothing bad happened; it was just fine.  

 

A practical, everyday application of this can occur while on a walk with a 

reactive dog. If your dog sees a trigger that threatens to cause a reaction, 

you can go into what is called the "Jolly Routine". Basically, it's just you 
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going into a happy song and dance right then and there. The dog, then, 

borrows from that emotional cue to start having fun, instead of reacting.  

 

Dogs are indeed very strong social learners. They learn tasks from other 

dogs and us. And they learn how to respond emotionally to things from 

both dogs and us. That’s our third key to understanding how dogs learn. 

Don’t underestimate the social 

dimension of your dog’s life.  

The Effect of Stress 

Finally, I want to talk about 

how stress affects learning. I 

want to preface this by saying 

that not all stress is bad. There 

is actually good stress, and 

good stress can be helpful.  

 

Consider what it would be like if 

you were playing a team sport. Winning is fun. You will strive to win. But 

what if, for whatever reason, officials stopped keeping score? That would 

change how you played dramatically.  

 

Keeping score adds the element of a "challenge" as you play to win. This is 

a good form of stress that gets you to bring your very best to the game. 

This kind of stress actually enhances learning. It works with dogs the same 

as with people. In your training, as you increase criteria for performance, 

you are leveraging this good stress as your dog faces an achievable 

challenge.  

 

It's the bad stress I'm most concerned about here. Bad stress is the kind of 

stress that is related to being overly aroused or fearful. For example, if a 



How Dogs Learn: 4 Key Concepts to Remember 
 

 
Bo McGuffee  Page 15 
 

dog has reason to be afraid for its wellbeing, it will start to drift toward 

flight-or-flight mode. This dog is then moving away from actively 

processing and responding to a situation, and toward simply reacting to a 

situation. It's a move from learning mode to survival mode.  

 

A key concept for you here is "threshold". There are three basic states 

related to threshold.  

 

First there is under threshold. That's where the dog is relaxed enough to 

pay attention to you and process information. The second state is that 

point where they are starting to become more fixated on something in 

particular, such as another dog or person, but they are still able to 

disengage, though it takes effort. And the third state is simply over 

arousal. That’s where they've lost it, and they're reacting to whatever it is 

that they're reacting to. 
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When trying to teach a dog new behavior, you do not want to work over 

threshold. You don’t even want to work at that threshold. You want to 

work where they are relaxed and able to pay attention to you, which is 

under threshold.  

 

I like to think of energy levels 

and threshold on a scale of 1 to 

10. If you are working with a dog 

and the dog’s threshold is, let’s 

say, a 5, then you want to work 

at a 4 or below. This allows them 

to be aware of the thing that can 

send them over threshold, but 

they aren’t being overly 

influenced by it.  

 

Think of working with thresholds as kind of like lifting weights. If I’m trying 

to learn to lift 250 lbs, I’m not going to start out by trying to lift 250 lbs. 

Instead, I’m going to start with lifting much smaller weights (in my case, 

probably something like 10 lbs) and work my way up from there.  

 

If I try to lift too much weight at once, then I risk of hurting myself and 

setting back my progress. But by working with lesser weights and slowly 

increasing the weights that I’m lifting, over time I can get closer and closer 

to my goal of 250 lbs.  

 

When you are working with a dog under threshold, it’s like you’re building 

an emotional muscle. Today, you are working with a dog at level 3 or 4 on 

our threshold scale because you know the dog has a threshold of 5. As 

time goes by, that threshold moves up to 6 and you can work at a 4 or 5. 

Then it’s at a 7, then an 8, and so on.  
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To help keep a dog under threshold, 

you want to avoid anything that 

increases their stress levels. This is 

incredibly important when working 

with dogs who struggle with being 

overly excited or aggressive.  

  

This is why appropriate training 

methods are so important with these 

dogs. Any methods or tools that use 

intimidation, fear, pain, or violence 

necessarily increase––or absolutely 

flood the dog with––stress. This is 

counterproductive when your goal 

should be to decrease stress. 

Remember, when you are working 

with your dog, you will want to watch for those things that threaten to 

drive your dog’s stress levels over threshold, and try to avoid them. If your 

dog goes over threshold, it can set back any progress you have made and 

increase the difficulty of getting back to where you were. I realize that 

stress-inducing methods may seem like they should work quicker, but the 

strange reality is that when you work slowly and steadily, you can make 

more progress over time.  
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Recap 

Those are the four key elements that I think you should know about canine 

learning theory as you continue to work with your dog.  

 

Let’s summarize the four key elements before we end: 

 

1. Dogs learn whether things are “good” or “bad” through associations. 

2. You can teach by manipulating consequences. 

3. Dogs learn behavior and pick up on the emotions of canines and 

humans. 

4. An increase in stress can short-circuit active learning as it can drive a 

dog over threshold and into fight-or-flight mode.  

 

If you can start to see your dog’s behavior through those four elements, 

then you are going to understand your dog in new and deeper ways. As 

you understand your dog better, you will be able to communicate better, 

and your relationship will grow stronger.  
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Learn to Apply Canine Learning Theory 

My Canine Coaching Course will teach you (in your home or over Skype) to 

leverage canine learning theory in your own training.  

 

 Session #1: Learn how to move your dog without physical touch.  

 Session #2: Learn how to set a dog up for success in your training. 

 Session #3: Learn how to teach your dog impulse control. 

 Session #4: Learn how to use training opportunities to intentionally 

strengthen your bond with your dog.  

 

Two Expansion Sets are available:  

 “Deluxe Version” (6 sessions total)  

 “The Complete Puppy Package” (7.5 sessions total). 

 

Would you like to open a door to a new future with your canine 

companion? If so, contact me today! 

 

www.puppytutor.me/canine-coaching-course/ 

http://www.puppytutor.me/canine-coaching-course/

