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Do you think you could recite all of your multiplication tables while on a roller 

coaster ride?  Could you complete your taxes while watching a very scary movie?

Could you successfully study your least favorite subject in school while listening to 

your favorite dance music?                          

Too Distracted???



If they could only smell the things I can smell and hear the things I can hear…

they might understand why sometimes its so hard to listen to and decipher human babbling

Environment: Your Biggest Competitor in Training Your Dog



Understanding The Dog’s Brain



Cognition &Learning

 Memory

 Attention

 Thought

 Perceptual awareness

 Language

 Consciousness

Cerebral Cortex



Autonomic Nervous System

 Rest & Digest  Fight or Flight

Parasympathetic Sympathetic

The Amygdala sounds 

the alarm and switches 

off cognitive thought, 

diverting all resources 

to the emotional 

response



Fight or Flight Mode

 Adrenal system floods body with adrenaline and 

hormones

 Digestion stops

 Blood is diverted into muscles in preparation for a 

burst of action

 Breathing quickens

 Heart rate increases

 Blood pressure & blood sugar go up



How Long Until He Can Actually Think?

This dog is 

afraid of the 

mechanical 

toy.  

However, he is 

in a room in 

his own home, 

with his owner.  

When do you 

see his 

cognitive 

(reasoning 

abilities) start 

to kick in?



Dogs Can Only Think When They Are 

Below Threshold



Emotions Versus Learning



Conditioned Emotional Response

Classical Conditioning



Emotions Versus Learning

Classical Conditioning

Pavlov’s Dog

Automatic response

Physiological

Biochemical

Emotional

Amygdala in control



Antecedent, Behavior, Consequences

Operant Conditioning



Emotions Versus Learning

Operant Conditioning

Skinner’s rats

Learned response

Conscious thought

Choices

Consequences

Brain is in cognitive (thinking mode)



“You Can’t Force Courage”

CLASSICAL ALWAYS TRUMPS OPERANT!



Do you LIKE your teacher?  

Do you TRUST your teacher?

Is what you are learning fun?

Do you LOOK FORWARD to class?

Emotions & Learning



Behavior Modification in Dogs



Scary thing predicts good stuff / 

Scary thing starts far away, & gradually moves closer

Counter-Conditioning & Desensitization



Operant Learning Only If Dog is Sub-Threshold

 Dog is Emotional

 Fight or Flight Mode

 Cognition is OFF

 Survival Mode

 Dog often won’t even 

take treats

 Dog might be coping 

but is still able to think

 Dog is making choices

 Dog can learn from 

consequences

 Dog is relaxed enough 

to take treats

Flooding Sub-ThresholdVs.



Behavior that is not reinforced in any way will eventually stop. 

Note that other dog remains neutral and distance between the 
dogs is comfortable enough for the dog to take treats.

Sub-Threshold CC/DS (NOT FLOODING)



Why Environmental Manipulation Is SO 

Important in Dog Training



Example of Environmental 

Manipulation to Promote Learning:

Recess and Libraries 

for Elementary School Kids



Environmental Manipulation for Dogs

Social Interactions, Physical Excerise Stress-Free Learning 



Environmental Manipulation

Prevent Unintentional 
Reinforcement

Physical, Mental, Social 
Needs

Be Proactive Regarding 
Sudden Environmental 

Changes

Reinforce Good 
Habits (DRI)



Use of environmental management and 

training “sub-threshold”, 

in combination with positive reinforcement

Differential Reinforcement of an Incompatible Behavior





Behavioral Nutrition



Anger, Reactivity, Irritability



Doggie “Junk Food”



Corn As The Main Protein Source



Marketed / Promoted Diets

Too much corn = 

low tryptophan = 

low serotonin



“Fad Diets”



Protein Content Over 26% 

Protein levels over 26% were 

shown in  an M.I.T. Nutrition 

study to correlate to an increase 

in aggressive behavior and 

reactivity;  which was reversed 

by adding tryptophan to diet

Has been proven that wild 

animals (on high protein 

diets) have lower serotonin 

levels (and higher reactivity 

and aggression) than 

domesticated animals



Set Your Dog’s Brain Up for Success



Fear, Agitation, Distraction & Your Dog’s Threshold Level

Environmental Management & Preventing Unwanted Reinforcement

Health & Biological Factors, Nutrition

Its Important to Consider All Influences on Behavior



References

 Canine Behavior:  Insights and Answers.  Dr. Bonnie 

Beaver. 2009.

 From Leashes to Neurons And Psychopharmacology.

(DVD) Dr. Karen Overall.  2007.

 Clinical Behavioral Medicine for Small Animals. Dr. 

Karen Overall.  1997.

 Dogs are From Neptune.   Jean Donaldson.  2009.

 Handbook of Applied Dog Behavior and Training 

Stephen Lindsay.  2000.


