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Since this isn’t a book on learning 
theory, we will use the term “reward” 
instead of “reinforcer,” and “correction” 
instead of “punisher,” for the remainder of 
the book. Although not technically correct, 
most people use “reward” and “correction” 
interchangeably with “reinforcer” and “pun-
isher” in everyday dog training discussions, 
so those are the terms we will use as well.

The four stages of 
learning

Regardless of which quadrant of oper-
ant conditioning is used to teach a behav-
ior, learning a new behavior is rarely an 
instantaneous event. Most learning occurs 
in stages, over time. It is important to keep 
these stages in mind so you can maintain the 
behaviors you taught your dog in training 
class long after the class has ended.

The first step in learning any new be-
havior involves acquiring new knowledge. 
This is the step most of us think of when 
we think about “learning.” The second step 
involves using that new knowledge until 
the learner is fluent, or automatic, in its use. 
The third step involves applying this new 
knowledge to other situations where it is 
relevant. The fourth step involves maintain-
ing the knowledge for the learner’s lifetime 
so that the knowledge becomes part of the 
behavioral repertoire of the learner.

Let’s look again at the steps involved 
in teaching your dog to sit. When you first 
introduce this concept to your dog, he has 
no idea what the word “Sit” means. He must 
learn how to lift his head up and back, shift 
his weight back, lower his rump all the way 
to the floor, tuck his feet underneath himself, 
and move his tail into a comfortable posi-
tion, all just to perform the simple behavior 
we call “Sit.” Initially you will have to help 
him figure out how to accomplish all this. It 
takes a lot of mental concentration for your 
dog to focus on what you want and move 
all his body parts correctly. He is acquiring 
new knowledge and is in the first step of the 
learning process.

Eventually, with enough repetitions and 
experience, your sporting dog starts sitting 
on his own when you say the word “Sit.” 
His actions become automatic when you say 
that word and he can begin to perform this 
behavior reliably. You don’t have to help 
him into a sit now; he knows how to move 
his body into position. He is at the second 
step of learning and is becoming fluent in 
performing a sit behavior.

As your dog obtains even more expe-
rience with “Sit,” you start asking him to 
perform that behavior in different places 
or around different distractions. You ask 
for the behavior outside in the yard, in the 
park, or while someone comes through your 
front door. You are broadening your dog’s 
experience with “Sit” and asking him to 
perform that behavior in many different situ-
ations. This is the third step in the learning 
process, where your dog learns that “Sit” 
means “Sit,” no matter where he is or what 
is going on. Bob Bailey, a world-renowned 
animal trainer with decades of experience 
training many different species, points out 
that when you teach an animal a new behav-
ior, you spend approximately 10% of your 
time actually teaching the behavior, and 
90% of your time developing the animal’s 
environmental confidence so he learns to 
perform the behavior any time, any place. 
In competitive obedience training, this is 
referred to as “proofing” the behavior.

This stage of learning is often the one 
that dog owners skip over, when it really 
should be the one that is given the most 
time and effort. Dogs don’t generalize new 
learned behaviors to different situations very 

well; they have to be shown that “Sit” means 
“Sit” whether you are in the living room, 
the front yard, or at the park. Learning to sit 
in one environment doesn’t automatically 
mean your dog will understand how to sit 
in a different one. This is why so many dogs 
will do beautiful sits at home, but can’t do a 
single sit when they come to class. The dogs 
haven’t generalized the sit behavior outside 
their homes yet. We will be using the 80% 
rule to help determine when a dog is ready 
to face more difficult training challenges as 
his fluency increases.

Integrating the sit behavior into your 
dog’s everyday life is the fourth stage of 
learning. If you ask your dog to sit as a regu-
lar part of his lifestyle, your dog will con-
tinue to perform 
that behavior for 
the rest of his 
life. If, however, 
you quit asking 
for the behavior 
as soon as your 
t raining class 
ends, it will soon 
weaken and your 
dog will even-
tually begin to 
perform it less 
reliably. It isn’t 
enough to spend 
a few weeks out 
of your dog’s life 
teaching him to 
sit, down, and 
walk  pol i te ly 
on-leash; you have to incorporate these 
behaviors into your sporting dog’s everyday 
life to keep them strong. The more difficult 
the behavior is for your dog to perform, the 
quicker it will deteriorate if you quit asking 
him to perform it on a regular basis.

The 80% rule
Sometimes it is difficult to decide when 

to make the training more difficult for your 
sporting dog as his fluency increases. One 
handy yardstick to use when deciding when 
to add more difficult challenges to the train-
ing environment is the 80% rule. Ask your 
dog to perform whatever behavior you are 
working on five times in a training session. 
7/your dog can perform the behavior: 1) 
the first time; 2) with a single cue; 3) in the 
way you want the behavior performed; 4) 
four out of five times (80%), he is probably 
ready for you to make the training a little 
more difficult so that his behavioral fluency 
will continue to improve. Be honest! There 
is no prize for trying to force your dog to 
handle distractions that he isn’t ready for 
yet. If you cheat in your behavioral analysis 
of your dog, you will slow down your train-
ing. It’s OK if he can’t do the behavior four 
out of five times when you test him. Just 
keep working at that same level of difficulty 
until he can be successful at least 80% of 
the time. If he can’t perform the behavior 
at all with the distractions that are around, 
then you’ve already made the environment 
too difficult for him; make the environment 
less distracting and work awhile longer on 
the behavior until he is truly ready to move 
on to more difficult distractions.

Knowing vs. Doing
Training a dog always involves a cer-

tain amount of guesswork, especially when 
you expect a dog to behave one way and he 
behaves another way instead. You must rely 
on the imperfect method of observing his 
outward behavior to guess whether or not 
learning has actually occurred, since you 
have no way to peek inside his skull and see 
the microscopic changes that occur in the 
brain as learning physically takes place. But 
if the dog performs the correct behavior on 

a single cue at least 80% of the time we ask 
him to perform it, you can reasonably infer 
he has, in fact, learned that behavior (at least 
in the particular environment he was tested 
in). Even so, you are dealing with a living, 
thinking, feeling, independent animal and 
there is no guarantee he will perform that 
behavior each and every time he is cued 
to do so, no matter how well trained he is. 
No human is 100% perfect performing any 
learned behavior, so why would you expect 
your dog to be 100% perfect?

Many things affect whether a dog will 
perform a learned behavior. The dog might 
not be feeling well, something in the envi-
ronment might be interfering with his ability 
to perform the behavior, or he might not 

understand that he can perform the behavior 
in that particular environment. A dog also 
might not perform a learned behavior simply 
because he isn’t motivated enough to per-
form at that particular moment. Motivation 
reflects what is most important to a dog at 
any given point in time and the amount of 
effort he is willing to put into gaining what 
is important to him. Lack of motivation 
doesn’t mean a dog chooses to avoid per-
forming a behavior just to “get even” with 
you for something that happened earlier in 
the day or because he wants to “make you 
mad.” It simply means that from your dog’s 
point of view, there isn’t enough value in 
gaining the reward or avoiding the correc-
tion for him to perform the learned behavior 
you asked him to perform. He may “know” 
how to perform the behavior, but still not 
“do” it because the motivation isn’t there. 
Learning how to effectively motivate your 
dog will help you train your dog more easily; 
we will look at that concept very closely in 
the next chapter.

Management vs. 
training

In addition to actually teaching our 
dogs how to behave, we must also use en-
vironmental and behavioral management 
techniques to facilitate the initial learning 
process, especially when trying to replace 
undesired behaviors with more appropri-
ate ones. Simply put, management in dog 
training involves manipulating a dog’s 
environment to influence his behavior. It 
can provide a “quick fix” for many problem 
behaviors so you can retain your sanity 
while working through the slower process 
of training new desired behaviors. Your dog 
doesn’t learn how to behave appropriately 
by management alone, but you can often 
get immediate behavioral results that will 
help the learning process if you incorporate 
management techniques along with training.

Let’s say you have a sporting dog who, 
for several years, has been allowed to jump 
on anyone who walks through your door. 
Now you are trying to teach him to sit 
politely when guests come into your home. 
You must train your dog to sit, to stay in that 

position until released, and to ignore 
people coming into your home. That’s 
a lot to learn! To speed up the learning 
process and minimize confusion, you 
should train the new door greeting 
behaviors, while simultaneously pre-
venting him from continuing to jump 
on guests through management. There 
are many different ways to manage 
your dog’s behavior so he can’t jump 
on people. Putting him on a leash so 
you can physically control him before 
your guests come in or putting him 
in another room when guests arrive 
so he doesn’t even have access to 
them until he has calmed down are 
just two options to manage his door 
greeting behavior. You are removing 
the opportunity for him to continue 
to do what you no longer want him to 
do through management. If you allow 
him to continuing jumping on people 
at the door while simultaneously try-
ing to train him to sit when guests 
arrive, you will confuse him. If you 
don’t have time to train, you must at 
least manage the environment so the 
old behaviors can’t be practiced, if 
you want your dog to eventually learn 
a new behavior that is reliable. Train-
ing takes time, particularly when you 
are trying to change a behavior your 
dog has engaged in for a long time. 
If you prevent your dog from doing 
the undesired behavior while you are 
also teaching him a desired behavior, 
you will change his behavior more 
quickly and minimize frustration for 
both of you.

Environmental management is 
also an easy way to keep dogs from 
learning bad habits in the first place. 
If shoes are put away where your dog 
can’t get to them, he can never learn 
that chewing on them is fun. If he is 
never allowed to jump on company, 
he’s not as likely to do that to get 
attention. Having your dog drag a 
long line when running in the yard 
will keep him from playing keep 
away from you when you want him 
to come in. Managing your dog’s 
environment so that he is only able 
to do what you want him to do is a 
relatively easy way to develop good 
behaviors in your dog. But, of course, 
reality sometimes prevents us from 
managing our dog’s environment that 
closely. Children (and spouses!) may 
forget to put shoes in the closet, guests 
may encourage your dog to jump up 
on them or your dog may sneak out 
of the door without a long line on. 
In spite of your best intentions, your 
dog may develop bad habits. But if 
you develop a good training plan and 
combine that with the most consistent 
environmental management possible 
in your home, you can nip bad habits 
in the bud and help your sporting dog 
behave in ways that make him a true 
joy to have as part of the family.
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