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around nine weeks, making 
them hypersensitive to distress-
ing events. Physical or psycho-
logical trauma at this time can 
have greater repercussions than 
if the trauma occurred before or 
after this fear period.

The Juvenile Period
This is mainly a period of re-

fining the capabilities and skills 
that have already emerged. The 
permanent teeth come in, motor 
skills become more mature, and 
growth is less rapid. Learning is 
limited primarily by the dog’s 
short attention span and height-
ened excitability. Continued ex-
posure to new people and expe-
riences is necessary through six 
to eight months of age, as even 
dogs that were well socialized 
at three months can regress and 
become fearful in the absence of 
continued socialization. There 
are anecdotal reports of a sec-
ond phase of hypersensitivity 
to fearful events around four 
to six months of age.

Litters left together through 
this period establish a relatively 
stable dominance hierarchy. 
The pet dog often goes through 
a phase of, testing’ with family 
members, both human and dog, 
at this age. Immature sexual 
behaviour emerges in play.

The juvenile period ends 
when adult sexual behaviour 
appears. The female oestrous 
cycle begins and mates show 
leg-lifting, urine-marking, 
ground-scratching, aggres-
sion, roaming, and mounting. 
Other adult behaviours, such 
as territorial and protective ag-

gression, coincide with sexual 
maturity.

Developmental change ob-
viously does not end with the 
achievement of sexual maturity. 
Life goes on and with it, comes 
change. Watching a helpless 
little baby transform into its 
final spirit, whether that be a 
feisty Chihuahua or a powerful 
Mastiff, is a fascinating experi-
ence. 

SMALL PUPPIES, BIG 
BRAINS

Giving Your Youngster a 
Head Start

A few years ago I was asked 
to evaluate a litter of Australian 
Shepherd puppies for a poten-
tial buyer. As I was ushered into 
the kitchen to view the pups, I 
was amazed to see the array of 
toys and obstacles in their pen. 
The puppies were chewing 
on Nyla bones, playing with 
stuffed toys, crawling through 
tunnels, and climbing on min-
iature tires and small wooden 
ramps. Later, as I administered 
the Puppy Aptitude Test, each 
puppy demonstrated its will-
ingness to interact with people, 
explore a novel environment 
and approach new experiences 
with confidence and enthusi-
asm. If I’d been in the market 
for a puppy, I would have taken 
one of these budding stars my-
self. Was there a relationship 
between the complex puppy 
pen and the behaviour of these 
puppies?

Early brain development
Scientific research tells 

us that good nutrition, good 
health, and nurturing in early 
life create the foundation for 
complex brain development 
and the ability to think. Cer-
tain areas of the brain require 
stimulation during ‘sensitive 
periods’ in order to develop 
properly. While considerable 
brain development takes place 
prior to birth, deprivation and 
enrichment studies reveal that 
early experience influences the 
neural pathways and the ‘Wir-
ing’ of the brain. 

Humans are born with al-
most all the neurons they will 
ever have, but the mass of the 
infant brain is only about one 
quarter that of the adult brain. 
While the brain continues to 
grow in complexity throughout 
life, most of its growth occurs in 
the first three years. At the same 
time, cells and connections that 
are not being stimulated waste 
away. It’s not a huge leap to 
assume the same rapid growth 
is happening to puppy brains.
Deprivation experiments

Orphans in Romania pro-
vide clear evidence to scientists 
that the brain must be stimu-
lated in early life. Babies who 
spent most of the first year of 
their lives lying in cribs suffered 
abnormally slow development 
and were unable to achieve 
their full potential. Some weak-
nesses were made up with 
special effort but other deficits 
were permanent.


