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Chapter 5 How Do Dogs Learn?
The dog calls forth, on the one hand, 

the best that a human person is capable 
of-—self-sacrificing devotion to a weaker 
and dependent being and, on the other hand, 
the temptation to exercise power in a willful 
and arbitrary, even perverse, manner. Both 
traits can exist in the same person.

Yi-Fu Tuan: Dominance & Affection: 
The Making of Pets

It can be challenging to live with a 
sporting dog. Instinctive sporting dog 
behaviors are often in direct contradiction 
with the behaviors we want in our pets and 
we may find ourselves spending tremendous 
amounts of time trying to teach our sport-
ing dogs to stop acting like the dogs they 
are. The goal of dog training should never 
be to make our sporting dogs behave like 
furry, four-legged humans, but rather to 
help them behave appropriately as canine 
members of our family, while still allowing 
them to be the wonderful, unique dogs they 
are. Dogs don’t think exactly the same way 
we do; they don’t have the same problem-
solving abilities, the same sense of “right” 
and “wrong,” or even the same perception 
of time that we do. To effectively and hu-
manely train a dog, we need to understand 
how dogs learn and then tailor our training 
methods to meet a sporting dog’s unique 
needs so training will be pleasant for the 
living beings on both ends of the leash.

Learning theory 
overview

Learning theory is a vast, fascinating 
scientific field. There are many excellent 
books that delve into the myriad of details 
about how animals learn, such as Pamela 
Reid’s Excel-erated Learning. In this chap-
ter, we will look at just a few learning theory 
concepts that most directly impact the basic 
training we do with our sporting dogs. If you 
understand these concepts, you will learn 
how to communicate with your dog in a way 
that makes sense to him, so he will be able 
to learn what you want him to learn more 
quickly and easily.

Classical conditioning
Classical conditioning is one way dogs 

learn. This type of learning is what Pavlov-
saw in his research dogs and is how dogs 
learn the sound of a clicker means a reward 
is coming. Whenever Pavlov’s dogs saw 
and smelled their food coming, they began 
to drool in anticipation of eating; drooling 
wasn’t a response the dogs were taught to 
perform, but rather a natural physiological 
response by their bodies to get them ready 
to consume food. Pavlov noticed that af-
ter some time, the dogs began to drool at 
the sight of the kennel help, regardless of 
whether they were bringing food to the dogs 
or not. The dogs had associated the kennel 
help with the delivery of food, and started 
reacting to the kennel help in the same way 
they reacted to the sight of their meals. The 
kennel help had become what is known as 
a conditioned reinforcer. The arrival of the 
kennel help became associated with the ar-

rival of food in the dogs’ minds, whether or 
not food was actually present.

Operant conditioning
Operant conditioning is another mode 

of learning that is used in dog training. This 
type of learning happens when a dog makes 
an association between his behavior and the 
consequence that immediately follows that 
behavior. If the consequence that immedi-
ately follows the behavior is something the 
dog likes, the behavior is more likely to 
happen again. If the consequence that im-
mediately follows the behavior is something 
the dog doesn’t like, the behavior is not as 
likely to happen again. By controlling the 
consequences that follow a dog’s behavior, 
you can affect the likelihood the behavior 
will happen in the future. If you’ve heard 
the term “positive reinforcement training,” 
you’ve heard of operant conditioning.

Operant conditioning is typically divid-
ed into four quadrants, or variations, based 
on the way consequences are manipulated 
immediately following the behavior. The 
four quadrants are positive reinforcement, 
negative reinforcement, positive punish-
ment and negative punishment. The terms 
“positive” and “negative” refer to adding 
(positive) or subtracting (negative) some-
thing from your dog’s environment to influ-
ence the likelihood your dog will perform a 
particular behavior again. “Reinforcement” 
is anything that increases the likelihood a 
behavior will occur again, while “punish-
ment” is anything that decreases the likeli-
hood a behavior will occur again. Training 
sometimes involves crossing quadrants, so 
it is useful to have a basic understanding of 
what all four quadrants are and how they 
work. A reinforcer is anything your dog 
wants or needs from his environment; a 
punisher is anything your dog will seek to 
avoid in his environment.

Understanding how operant condition-
ing works will help your training become 
more effective.

Positive reinforcement involves adding 
something to your dog’s environment that 
your dog wants, immediately after the dog per-
forms a desired behavior. By reinforcing 
your dog for a desired behavior, you increase 
the likelihood that the behavior will occur 
in the future. For example, if you say “Sit” 
and your dog sits, you might give him a 
treat he likes as a reinforcer for that behav-
ior. The dog performed a desired behavior 
and you “added” a treat as a consequence 
of that behavior—you have used positive 
reinforcement to increase the likelihood that 
the next time you say “Sit,” your dog will, in 
fact, sit. Most people are familiar with this 
type of operant conditioning (you probably 
already use this with your children or dogs), 
even if you were unaware of the scientific 
terminology involved.

Positive punishment involves adding 
something the dog wants to avoid to his 
environment when the dog performs an un-
desired behavior. This technique decreases 
the likelihood the behavior will occur in the 
future. The dog will change his behavior to 
avoid the unpleasant addition to his environ-
ment. This is the way many people used to 

train their dogs. For example, if you say 
“Sit” and your dog stands there and stares 
at you instead of sitting, you give him a 
sharp slap on the rump to get him to sit. By 
adding a punisher to your dog’s environment 
when he performs an incorrect behavior 
(slap on the rump for standing instead of 
sitting), you decrease the chances that your 
dog will stand instead of sit the next time 
you say “Sit.” Your dog performs the cor-
rect behavior to avoid something he finds 
unpleasant when you train using positive 
punishment. Unfortunately, while he may 
sit the next time to avoid the slap, he might 
also shake with fear as he does it.

Negative punishment involves sub-
tracting something the dog wants when the 
dog performs an undesired behavior. This 
technique also decreases the likelihood the 
behavior will occur again in the future. Let’s 
say you have a rule that your dog must sit 
before anyone can pet him. As a person ap-
proaches your dog to pet him, you tell your 
dog “Sit.” Instead of promptly sitting, he 
just stands there, staring at the approaching 
person, making no move to sit. Your dog 
clearly wants to be petted by that person 
and has tuned you completely out. Since 
your dog didn’t perform the desired behav-
ior (sit), you ask the person to immediately 
turn and walk away instead of petting your 
dog. Now you are using negative punish-
ment to decrease the likelihood that the 
next time you say “Sit,” your dog will stand 
instead. You took what the dog wants (the 
approaching person) away because the dog 
performed an undesired behavior (stand). 
Most of us tend to think of punishment as a 
physical correction of some type, but losing 
the chance to be petted can be an effective 
punishment for a dog that really enjoys 
interacting with people.

Negative reinforcement involves sub-
tracting something the dog wants to avoid 
from his environment when the dog per-
forms a correct behavior. This technique 
increases the likelihood the behavior will 
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occur in the future. Using this quadrant of 
operant conditioning, when you say “Sit,” 
you also immediately give a sharp collar 
correction upward, putting unpleasant pres-
sure on your dog’s neck. As soon as your 
dog’s rear hits the floor, you release the 
pressure. You removed something the dog 
wanted to avoid (pressure on his neck) when 
the dog performed the desired behavior (sit), 
thereby increasing the likelihood that your 
dog will sit the next time you say “Sit.”

Which quadrants work 
best with a sporting 

dog?
If you understand the basics of operant 

conditioning, you understand why various 
training techniques work and how to fairly 
and effectively go about training your dog. 
Although all four quadrants of learning 
theory will work to increase desired behav-
iors and diminish undesired behaviors, most 
of the time using positive reinforcement is 
what works best. Historically, many sporting 
dog trainers who worked with dogs actually 
used for hunting relied heavily on positive 
punishment to “break” dogs to hunt. Harsh 
physical methods were used to teach dogs 
to retrieve with a soft mouth (i.e., to hold 
a bird but not crunch it or eat it), to stay 
in gun range, and to come when called in 
from the field. Fortunately, many trainers 
now understand operant conditioning better 
and rely on much more positive methods 
to train working sporting dogs. By giving 
a dog something he wants in exchange for 
performing a behavior that you want, you 
establish a respectful working relationship 
that you can readily manipulate to bring out 
the best in your dog. In addition to being 
more learner-friendly and humane quadrants 
to work in, working with positive reinforce-
ment and negative punishment is less likely 
to trigger adverse behavioral responses than 
working with negative reinforcement and 
positive punishment is.
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