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Companion Animals: Dogs 

Dogs have been trained for centuries to work with humans. As early as 125 B.C., a Roman farmer 
recorded tips on training herding dogs. In 55 B.C., Roman armies marched into the British countryside 
with their trained drover’s dogs, and in 943 A.D., a Welsh king wrote about dogs who had been trained 
to herd sheep. Even though instinct and natural selection certainly had a lot to do with the working 
abilities of these early canine helpers, there is no doubt that they had some training. The proper 
contingencies were in place that would have shaped early farmers, hunters, and shepherds into dog 
trainers.  

By the 1700’s, in the United States, organized dog training focused on sporting dogs. George 
Washington had a kennel of Foxhounds and competitions for sporting dogs were popular. 

In the 1920’s, there were some boarding kennels where owners could 
send their dogs to be trained. For the most part, no one cared about 
training pet dogs until 1933, when Helene Whitehouse Walker convinced 
kennel clubs to begin obedience competitions. Mrs.Walker and a well-
known trainer, Blanche Saunders, went on a road trip promoting their 
slogan, “Train Your Dog!” 

From the 1920’s to the 1950’s, people of all ages watched their black and 
white television sets with wonder as Rin Tin Tin and Lassie jumped 

through windows, leapt over river rapids and found the boy who was lost in the well. As families began 
to value dogs who had training, a number of books on dog training 
were published. 

In the 1980’s, veterinarian Ian Dunbar began conducting seminars in 
which he taught the principles of operant conditioning. Dunbar is 
often credited for being the first expert to widely promote a method 
of dog training that is based largely on positive reinforcement. 

In 1994, Dunbar started the Association of Pet Dog Trainers (APDT) 
and each year since the group began, APDT conferences featured presentations related to some aspect 
of operant conditioning. Another person who had a significant influence on 
current dog training practices was Karen Pryor, a former marine mammal 
trainer and writer. Pryor’s 1984 book, “Don’t Shoot the Dog,” (which was 
not about dog training) introduced operant conditioning to the general 
public. Pryor also began to conduct seminars that focused largely on 
teaching people to use conditioned reinforcement in the form of “clickers.” 

Dog training is light years ahead of where it was 30 years ago. Trainers are 
becoming increasingly well-educated. Internet dog groups have discussions 
about behavior analysis and operant conditioning and a number of new 
groups have started for canine professionals. 
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Canine Training Issues 

Living with a Family 

 House training (formerly called “house-breaking’) 
 Appropriate around other animals 
 Appropriate around people (family and visitors) 
 Leash manners (not lunging, not pulling) 

Specialized Activities 

 AKC Canine Good Citizen® 
 Obedience and Rally competition 
 Agility 
 Field Work & Hunting 
 Herding 
 Lure Coursing 
 Tracking 
 Therapy Dog Training 
 Service Dogs 
 Special Work settings (pest control, geese management) 
 Search & Rescue 
 Police and Military Dogs (protection, drugs, bombs, etc.) 

Canine Behavior Problems 

 Aggression toward other animals 
 Aggression toward people 
 Barking 
 Car chasing 
 Chewing 
 Destruction  
 Digging 
 Fears & phobias 
 Feeding problems 
 Fence jumping 
 “Hyper” behaviors 
 Jumping on People 
 Housetraining (toileting) problems 
 Pica 
 Resource or food guarding 
 Running away 
 Separation Anxiety 
 Sexual behaviors (mounting) 
 Shy 
 Sniffing people 
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Community Canine Problems 

Each year, millions of dogs are surrendered to animal shelters, many because of behavior problems that 
could be easily treated. Because so many shelters are over-crowded, a substantial number of the dogs 
surrendered to shelters will be euthanized. 

With 4 out of 10 households in the United States owning at least one dog (68 million dogs), it is clear 
that the field of behavior analysis has much to offer dogs and their humans. 

 


