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he first 20 weeks of a dog’s
life and the way the dog 1s in-
troduced o the world around
it are critically important. During this
stage of psychological development,
the young dog can develop good
habits through proper {raining and en-
vironmental controt. Conversely, pup-
pies are monumentally impression-
able at this time, and it may take only
one incidence of a negative assocla-
tion to scar the pup forever. Duning
the imprinting stage, the pup is learn-
ing what works for it. Thus, few repe-
titions of a specific behavior followed
by pexceived positives (cause and ef-
tecty may forge a desired response to
future stimuli, commands and/or sim-
ilar places or circumstances. It is the
owner’s responsibility to undesstand
the subitle stages of the imprinting pe-
riod and open the dog’s mind to en-
sure better response to firure traning.
A dog that has not been exposed
to certain things and improperty exposed
to others during crifical periods will
never reach its full potential. During the
imprinting stage there are a number of
well-documented critical periods. The
ability of a dog to learn to live with peo-
ple and other dogs ends at 12 weeks of
age, with the most ciitical period for de-
veloping positive associations with hu-
mans being from six to eight weeks. A
dog demied positive human contact be-
fore it is 12 weeks old likely will make a
peor companion. Studies have demon-
strated that pups totally isclated from
people for their first seven weeks still can
hecome normal and develop proper s0-
© gial skifls. Additional studies have shown
that human contact for only 20-minute
sessions a couple of times a week is ade-
quate to create normal development—as
long as these sessions take place during
the critical stages before the pup is 12
weeks oid.
Ags trainers, we need to understand and
be able to recognize the critical develop-
mental periods throughout the imprinting
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A young pup should be exposed to the
outside world in steps that match well-
documented phases of development.

stage. We showld impiement programs de-
signed 1o maximize our dogs’ abilities
team. Stages are not {inite in each dog; 1t's
imporiant to recognize that each pup has
unique prenatal and necnatal stimuli and
is influenced by its genes as well as its
mother’s hormones. However, the concept
of critical periods and sub-stages can
serve as an excellent guideline. The ability
of an individual trainer/owner to recog-
nize and identify what 1s taking place m a
dog’s rind still will come into play.

The prenatal period is the tme that the
fetus spends in its mother’s womb. There
are indications that bitches that experi-
ence high levels of stress during pregnan-
¢y produce pups that demonstrate behav-
joral extremes and decreased abilities to
Jearn. Obviously, then, it 1s baportant that
a healthy bitch be properly fed, exercised
and housed in @ proper enviromment.

The neonatal peried occurs from birth
to two weeks of age. At whelping, the
pup’s bramn 15 not fully developed. Dur-
ing this period, the sensory abilities of
scenting, hearing, sceing and touching

are poorly developed. The way the
mother trzats her pups at this stage
will have a lasting effect on the dogs’
minds.

Duaring the transitional period,
from 14 to 28 days, the sensory abil-
ities turn on and a pup’s awareness
of the world around it begins. The
pup receives stimuli from its envi-
ronment that can affect it for the rest
of its life. During the neonatal and
ransitional periods, people play an
important role in developing pep-
pies’ bodies and minds. By the tran-
sitional period, puppies should be
regularly handled and picked up.

Drs. Jobn Paul Scoit and John L.
Fuller are co-authors of Genetics and
the Social Behavior of the Dog, the
500-plus-page classic volume that de-
scribes 20 years of research into ge-
netic and environmental influences
on the behavior of dogs. They at-
tribute 65 percent of a dog’s behav-
joral characteristics to management, rain-
ing, socialization, and the nutrition and
gverail health of the dog.

The US military’s “Super Dog” pro-
gram—otiginally known as Bio Sensor
and developed to improve the perfor-
mance of dogs used for military purposes
—documented that neurological stimula-
tion occurring from three to 16 days fol-
lowing whelping has a profound and last-
ing effect on a dog. Recommended stun-
ulation includes tickling between the toes
and holding the pup perpendicular to the
eround (body vertical}, both with its head
up and head dewn. Further exercises
should include cradling the pup on its
back with its nose pointing skyward in
the paims of the hands. Puppies exposed
to stress during this period become more
adept at handling stress later when en-
countering new situations, traning or
corrections.

The socialization period occurs when
the pup is four to 12 weeks old. Weaning
the pup from its mother’s milk and expos-
ing it to owside influences are critical to



sculpting the pup’s personality. If a four-
1o six-week-old pup 15 net socialized with
other dogs, 1t probably will be fearful of
dogs. Similarly, if a six- 10 12-week-old
dog is denied hwman conwct, it wiil lack
proper soctal siills with humans,

Picking a l4-week-old pup from a
breeder 1s risky business. U the puppy
has been property cxposed and devel-
oped 111 each of the alorementioned criti-
cal pertods, super. However, il the pup
demonstrates fear, nervousness. a lack of
confidence and boldness, or skittishness
around people or dogs, don’t shackle
yoursell with this “project.” No maiter
what the price—even if the dog 15 free--
this prospect i3 no bargain

Puring the sociabzation penod, the pup
should be exposed to things and situa-
tons that it will encounter down the road.
At Grouse Wing we expose our pups o
new grounds, the chan gang, four-wheel-
ers, horses, vehicles, the hiouse, birds and
more. The greater the number of expo-
sures, the more likely the pup will
demonstraie improved social skills, emo-
tional soundness and an open mind.

During socialization there's a “fear
period” that normally occurs arcund
eight to 10 weeks. At this time the pup is
much more inclined to permanently as-
saciate fears. The pup that s fnghtened
now may take a long time to retum to
normal—if it ever fully recovers. If the
pup has not been properly developed,
anything with which the pup associates
the fear may remain a stimulus through-
out the dog’s life.

At Grouse Wing, we take the fear
stage seriously. We do not introduce
dogs to horses, birds, four-wheelers or
discipline during this stage. Furthermore,
we do not separate pups that we are
keeping from one another until after [0
weeks. We make it a point 10 work with
and handle juveniles individually, and
the youngsters romp and play together n
an environment that they know and are
confident m. T do not like to ship a dog
during the eight- to 10-week period; too
many variables can make future training
more difficelt. [ advise prospective buy-
ers to let us keep pups through 10 weeks
before they take delivery. Of course,
knowledgeable buyers can prepare pups
propeily, in part by avoiding fear-hased
associations during this period.

I mentioned that we expose our pup-
pies to new grounds and places during
the socialization period. This is in con-
flict with what many vets advise. The
medical community advocates that a pup




should not be exposed to other dogs,
kennels or new grounds until two wecks
after its final vaccination. However. 1t 1s
imperative for proper development of the
irmumune systern that a puppy vaccination
be given after 14 weeks of age. We give
three leptospria vaccines, the last at 13
weeks. A dog 1solated past 12 weeks
from the world 1t 15 going to hve in—
from woods, fields, water, strangers and
other dogs—will not maxinuze the de-
velopment of its mind and wainability.

It a dog’s sole rofe 15 to be human-ori-
ented, the vet’s advice is sound. For a
hunting dog, however, the advice 1s
counterproductive. It is sage to avoid
other dogs that aren’t healthy and areas
known 10 be high-risk. 1 would stay away
from truck-stop pet rest areas bui would
go to the bird fields, woods and water.

After 16 weeks, the pup becomes less
susceptible to a one-fime negatlve asso-
ciation. After 20 weeks, the impnnung
stage is really on the downside. A dog’s
personality is pretty much made by five
months of age: the rest is teaching. After
12 weeks, the pup should explere inde-
pendence. The pup that bonded with vou
and stuck with you like glue now would
rather run through the fields without con-
cern for what you want. If the pup has
been properly developed in the neonatal,
transitional and socialization periods,
now is the time to lay the groundwork
for more advanced training. Bastc obedi-
ence, EXposure Lo Pressure, proper into-
duction to the remote e-coilar, and creat-
ing good habits and behavior are all
taught in the 12- to 20-week period. A
dog that is exposed to pressure when it is
12 to 16 weeks old will handle pressure
much better as 1t gets older.

By intoducing good habits, enforcing
compliance and rewarding success, we
can mold the dog into the partner we are
seeking. When the dog 15 12 10 20 weeks
old, mix birds and fieldwork with yard-
work. Den't baby or spoil the dog or let
it blow you off. Short tepetitive sessions
of yardwork will pay huge dividends
down the road. IF the dog does not learn
to learn, to take mild pressure, to handle
stress and to look to the owner for direc-
tion in this phase, a window is forever
closed. By implementing yardwork at
this age, you wili be able to train with
less pressure. And less pressure is defi-

nitely better. -‘.

For more information about George
Hickox or his training methods, visit
www. georgehickox.com.




