Housetraining Your Puppy

Crate Training
If you can keep your eyes on your puppy 24 hours a day, 60 minutes an hour until he or she is 3-5 years old, you do not need a crate. But, since most of us need to sleep, shower, work, etc. most of us need a crate for our puppy. A crate is a safe place for your puppy. Crate training your puppy is the first step to housebreaking, keeping your puppy from injury or accident, and establishing your role as leader. Crate trained puppies also stress less when the time comes for travel or hospitalization.

Puppies in crates are always good. Once they are in their crates, they have done a good thing for us, and should only be given encouraging words. When in a crate their activities are limited by what you allow them. The crate is their special place, their bedroom. They may be noisy for a while, but they do not harm your belongings or themselves. You should not trust a child to be unsupervised, and a puppy is a child that moves much faster and has sharper teeth. The puppies I have seen that were electrocuted by chewing on wires, were not in crates. Puppies cannot chew on your belongings, or toxic substances when in a crate. 

You may want to have two crates. One crate can be in your bedroom, and one for the main activity room of the house. At night, many puppies will be more secure if they know you are nearby and can hear you breathing. Most puppies spent their first 5-8 weeks sleeping with their mom and littermates. They tend to be more secure if they are not isolated. The crate in the bedroom is also a good place to keep the puppy if you need to accomplish chores around the house, and the pup may quiet down sooner if in a quiet place. On the other hand, during the day, if a crate is available in their activity area, they can enter into it to take their naps or just to chew on a favorite toy.

We recommend that a puppy that is still learning to be house-trained only have enough room to turn around and lay down in the crate. This helps keep the puppy from activity, and reduces the need of the pup to urinate or defecate until allowed out of the crate. Pups also desire to be kept clean, so they are less likely to soil an area they are unable to move from. Since you may want to purchase a crate to fit your adult dog, the crate can be modified temporarily to allow the pup in only the front part of the crate. You can try placing a firm cardboard box to fill the back of the crate, or develop a divider.

If your pup will not be quiet in the crate, or she needs to be safe for a longer period of time, try one or more Kong toys. These are lifesavers. Try giving a freshly filled one, and a frozen one that would take longer to empty.

Just like you would insure an infant was in a safe place such as a crib or playpen before you do other chores or take care of your needs, you should crate the puppy any time you cannot be immediately supervising him. It is okay to crate the puppy while you are home so that you can do your chores, care for your family or just take a needed break. 

Housetraining
Ideally if your pup is not in the crate, he should be allowed freedom in only one room of your house until he has learned to give you a clear signal that he needs to urinate or defecate. This room should have the door you will go through to take your pup out to urinate or defecate. We recommend you use baby gates to block off access to any other rooms. Further, we have found that you cannot expect a child that is less than 18 years old to watch or be responsible for a puppy for you. Even the most responsible child will have some difficulties with this commitment and result in failure for both. Even if you purchased the pet for the child, it is really your pet and your responsibility 24 hours a day.

Feeding:  Feed your puppy a high quality pet food. They tend to be more digestible which results in less waste.  It is also important to meal feed (feed at specific times- morning and evening). This helps to get your pups system on a schedule. You will learn when they have to go out and thus can anticipate and teach them when they have to go out.

Substrates: Pets develop substrate preferences. Teach them to go on the substrate that you want them always to use. I recommend you teach them to use grass. Grass is readily available in most places. You may elect to teach them to use only a certain area of your lawn. Redwood bark, or other substrates may not always be available.

We recommend against 'paper training' your pup, unless you never expect your puppy to be house trained. Most of the people that I have known that started 'paper training' first have had significantly more difficulty in eventually successfully house-training their dog. Paper training, then switching to training the pet to go outside is very confusing. If you teach them to use paper, they will always favor paper. 

Codeword: Have a command that all family members will use. Examples are 'Go Potty', 'Hurry Up', 'Do Your Business' or any phrase that works for you. I use this command every time the pup is in the act of urinating or defecating. Soon they will associate this "command" with the act. 

Timing: Your pup should be taken outside after every nap, every dinner, and frequently in between and any time they stop playing and leave their people pack to wander off.

How: Hang the house-training bells on a doorknob, so the bells are at nose level for the pup. Use the same door every time you want your pup to urinate or defecate. Jingle the housetraining bells as you go out. Go outside with your pup. Give the codeword, and then stand out on the lawn with your pup. You must go all the way outside with the pup. If you are not willing to go out, your puppy will not be willing to go out. Do not play with the pup until after the job is done. I have found that if you play with the pup, you have done two things to make housebreaking harder; one, is the line of activity is broken. The signal, bell, codeword, duty then praise should be all in one sequence and should stimulate urination and/or defecation. If there is a play session, it leads to confusion. Two, if the pup likes to play outside, then the play session is usually ended when he does his duty. He may purposely suppress this activity to allow for more play. 

If after about 3-5 minutes the pup has not gotten serious about the chore, bring him or her back inside. Keep a close eye on the pet for the next 10-15 minutes. Any sniffing activity may indicate the need to go. 

When your pet does urinate or defecate outside, give enormous amounts of praise and a treat. After the duty is done, if the pup wants to play outside for a few minutes, allow this as part of the reward. 

After 3-4 days of jingling the housetraining bells, show your pup how to jingle the bells. Some pups will catch on to the bell on the first day. Others may never accomplish this. But the bells have worked for many a pup so far. If your pup does not use the bell, you must learn what his signal is. It may be a sniff or two, or it may be circling, or just turning his head to point to the exit briefly. Some pups will change their posture, or change how they are holding their tail. Sometimes you may see the anus open and close a bit. Once you learn the signal and you are attentive enough to spot the signal, your pet will be on the way to being housebroken. If your pet has not had any 'accidents' for 1 week, you may allow freedom to an additional room. Each week, your pup may have greater freedom if not making 'mistakes'.

My feelings about if your pup makes a 'mistake', are it probably was not the pup's fault. You just did not see the signal. You may have been preoccupied and your eyes were not glued to the pup, or you did not interpret the signal. If you find a mistake, it was your mistake, because you were not watching the puppy. You wouldn't punish a baby for soiling the diaper would you? Do not even attract any attention to the mistake. Clean up the mess when your puppy cannot even see you. If you attract attention to the mistake it can work against you in two ways. One, it can make the puppy anxious about urinating and defecating, thereby making it harder to 'learn' control over these functions. Two, some puppies love attention, even punishment. Cleaning up the mess, or attracting attention to it may make another mistake more likely.

If you cannot be watching the puppy, the puppy should be crated. In general, puppies that are raised in a house with children, take longer to housebreak. This is no mystery, the children require supervision and create distractions, and we cannot concentrate on the puppy.  Kids are also the number one un-housebreaker of puppies. They like to take them out of their crates without taking them out first. They will then play with them while watching TV or playing games. When the pup leaves (they assume it is bored) they continue playing their games. Meanwhile the pup is looking for a place to go. Again, this is nobody's fault. Kids are kids, and puppies are puppies. At that young of an age neither is really responsible enough to care for another living being without our supervision. The pups can't handle the responsibility of wandering a house. 

Housetraining can be difficult, but being consistent and strong- using the crate- will help your pup accomplish housetraining much sooner and lead to training that will last a long time. Remember though- if your house-trained pup/dog is starting to have accidents all of a sudden there may be a medical reason that we may need to address so please feel free to call us any time if you are having trouble.

