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I 
once had a telling experience that 
revealed the importance of instill-
ing knowledge of basic commands in 
shelter dogs. A volunteer was work-
ing in a shelter parking lot with a very 

large black dog who, while friendly and 
sweet, was continuously overlooked by 
adopters because of his size and color. 

An older couple happened to pass by 
and see the volunteer ask the dog to sit 
and lie down. He happily complied. I will 
always remember the expression of shock 
and amazement on the pair’s faces. It was 
as if the dog had sat up and started to re-
cite Shakespeare. 

As a dog trainer, I would not have 
given the dog’s act of merely sitting and 
lying down a second thought unless I’d 
happened to see its effect on nearby hu-
mans. To many members of the public, 
a dog performing basic tricks seems an 
incredible feat—something only canine 
stars might do. I was delighted to find out 
that, based on what they saw in the park-
ing lot, the amazed older couple decided 
to meet with the big, black dog, fell in love 
with him, and took him home. 

While enrichment at many shelters 
has improved over the years, dogs are 
often still overwhelmed by the constant 
noise and stimulation. Their anxiety and 
stress can lead to spinning, paw and tail 
chewing, licking granulomas, barrier frus-
tration, and an increase in fearful or ag-
gressive behavior. To help dogs thrive in 
both the shelter and their new homes, 
it is imperative to reduce their elevated 
stress levels.

In recent years, many shelters have 
developed “head start” programs de-
signed to reduce stress and increase the 
adoptability of their canine residents, 
particularly the more active adolescent 
dogs and the less popular breeds who 
have a hard time attracting attention 
from visitors.

These programs can also increase 
dogs’ chances of staying in their new 
homes permanently. A 2000 study in the 
Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science 
found that owners’ most frequently listed 
reason for pet relinquishment was behav-
ioral problems. The study (“Behavioral rea-
sons for relinquishment of dogs and cats to 
12 shelters,” Vol. 3, No. 2) also found that, 
of the owners studied, 39 percent of those 
relinquishing their dogs to shelters for be-
havioral reasons reported getting the dog 
at a shelter in the first place. 

If those study results are correct, 
dogs adopted from shelters appear to be 
at a high risk of ending up there again. As 
a shelter volunteer, worker, and trainer, 
I’ve seen this finding confirmed by the 
high percentage of adolescent dogs com-
ing through shelter doors. They are often 
“wild” adult dogs who received no training 
as puppies and whose rambunctiousness 
overshadows their many positive quali-
ties. It is easy to understand why adopt-
ers—who might be new to dog ownership, 
obedience training, or the stress-related 
behaviors that are typical in a shelter envi-
ronment—would be hesitant to take a dog 
bouncing off the cage door into a meeting 
room. But if you work with the same dog, 
training her to sit as you pass her kennel, 
you’ve transformed her into an animal a 
prospective adopter would be more eager 
to meet.

Giving a stressed dog something to do 
can alleviate his anxiety in much the same 
way that exercise and positive interaction 
can remedy depression and anxiety dis-
orders in humans. Time and again, I have 
seen dogs go from spinning in their runs 
to calming down so much that they are 
more able to handle the shelter environ-
ment. Teaching a dog to “sit,” “stay,” or 
perform a trick provides mental and phys-
ical exercise as well as positive interaction 
with humans. 

A dog who knows basic commands 
can also make an easier transition into 
the home, and the training provides the 
owners with tools to teach their new com-
panion. In-shelter training demonstrates 
that average pet owners can help modify 
a dog’s behavior, encouraging people to 
take their dogs to obedience classes that 
will increase the probability of dogs re-
maining part of the family.

Training the Trainer
A shelter dog training program can be as 
simple or as elaborate as your shelter’s 
resources dictate. Having a trained pro-
fessional lead your program is optimal but 
may not be feasible. A wealth of excellent 
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training information, such as the materials 
provided by the Open Paw Program (www.
openpaw.org), is available. Many DVDs 
provide basic training advice in an easy-
to-follow format, including Training Your 
Adopted Dog, created by PetsIncredible 
with support from The Humane Society 
of the United States. Dogwise.com is also 
an excellent resource for DVDs and books 
on dog training. I recommend the DVDs 
Train Your Dog, by Nicole Wilde and Laura 
Bourhenne, and The Dog Whisperer, by 
Paul Owens, for basic training. 

The other necessary resource is, of 
course, people. Some large shelters are 
lucky enough to be able to dedicate a 
part- or full-time position to the program. 
But both of the programs I’ve created have 
been volunteer-run, with a lead volunteer 
(me) arranging the class schedules, pick-
ing the dogs, coaching and training the 
volunteers, and providing the shelter staff 
with information on the dogs and their 
progress. Training a dog gives volunteers a 
dedicated task that provides clear results, 
which can increase volunteer retention.

The structure of both the dog-training 
and volunteer-training classes depends 
on your situation. One of the shelters I 
volunteered at was a limited-admission 
facility where individual dogs received 
a great deal of staff and volunteer inter-
action and became familiar with other 
residents of the shelter. Our classes had 
a one-volunteer-to-one-dog ratio. We had 
a large amount of space available, allow-
ing for enough distance between each 
volunteer-dog pair to minimize stress and 
reactivity. Each volunteer worked with the 
same dog each week, taking on a new dog 
if the original “student” got adopted. In 
another situation, in an open-admission 
shelter with limited space and short stays 
for the residents, I switched to a smaller 
class size with only one dog to help dem-
onstrate training methods to volunteers. 
In such situations, multiple dogs who are 
unfamiliar with each other can become 
too stimulated, reactive, or “shut down” 
to concentrate on the training. 

What originally seemed like road-
blocks eventually led to the model that 
I feel works best for me now: a smaller 
class of no more than six volunteers and 
one dog. The dog is able to feel more re-
laxed in the absence of other dogs and 
has positive interactions with several peo-

ple. The dog’s training is also reinforced, 
as he first demonstrates learning the 
commands and then practices those com-
mands with a series of volunteers. Having 
one volunteer at a time work with the dog 
is also helpful from a coaching standpoint, 
as I can give each person my full attention 
and feedback, rather than having to con-
stantly scan the room to make sure every-
one is doing OK. 

I keep the focus of the class fairly basic. 
We begin the first class with a discussion 
of stress, its symptoms, and its effect on 
shelter dogs. We go on to a discussion of 
basic training techniques. I prefer lure-
reward training because it’s the simplest 
and easiest method for volunteers to 
learn. Since many shelter dogs may be too 
stressed to be tempted by food, volunteers 
are taught that they can still reward dogs 
through stroking, petting, toys, or even 
simple, quiet human interaction.

During the rest of the four-week class, 
volunteers learn to train dogs to sit, lie 
down, stay, and walk on a leash without 
pulling. They also learn how to use a piece 
of food or a toy to teach the dog to “leave 
it,” and I teach tricks such as “shake,” 
“wave,” and “spin.”

Choosing the Bag of 
Tricks—and the Dogs
If I had to reduce the class to the shortest 
session possible—and if I were limited in 
what I could teach—I would choose “sit” 
and “leave it.” “Sit” is the one command 
you can use in just about any situation to 
manage a dog’s behavior: Is the dog jump-
ing up on an adopter? Ask him to sit. Is the 
dog bolting out the door? Ask him to sit. 
The possibilities are endless. Moreover, 
“sit” is the command that dog owners and 
potential adopters are most likely to ask 
a dog to do, almost as if it’s a reflex (the 
second runner up, of course, is “shake”).  

“Leave it” is one of my favorite com-
mands because it teaches self-control, 
which is particularly important in a new 
home. It also engages a dog mentally in 
the training process more than a simple 
“sit” or “down” command does, and this 
is helpful for stress reduction. And most 
of all, as shown by the reactions of the 
old couple to the big, black dog, demon-
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   strating that a dog can keep himself from 
snatching the big pile of hot dogs on the 
floor in front of him is extremely impres-
sive to the average adopter, particularly 
ones who have never trained a dog.

The selection of dogs to participate 
in the program depends on each shelter’s 
situation. My preference is to pick two 
types of dogs. The first group includes 
dogs who may have a hard time finding a 
home due to age, color, or breed; a head-
start program may help keep their stress 
levels down during their longer stay in 
the shelter, and it may also make them 
more attractive to adopters. The second 
group includes adolescent active breeds 
and breed mixes: Labs, pit bulls, dalma-
tians, certain types of hounds, and shep-
herds. These are “bouncy” dogs—the 
ones who were adorable as puppies but 
whose adolescent energy levels have 
caused their owners to run in terror. 
Often these dogs just need some basic 
training and some proper outlets for 
their mental and physical needs. I have 
found that they enjoy the program more 
than any other dogs because it provides 
an outlet for their enthusiasm. 

In choosing dogs for your program, 
you should also take into account the 
needs of your volunteers. Some of my 
volunteers have never owned a dog be-
fore and are volunteering primarily to get 
some “dog time” for themselves. Some 
may feel physically unable to handle a 
boisterous dog or intimidated by certain 
breeds. In these cases, I may start the first 
class with an “easier” dog who will not be 
overwhelming, slowly introducing my stu-
dents over the next few classes to more 
likely head-start candidates. By accom-
modating the skill level of your volunteers 
and giving them the tools to work with 
your most challenging residents, you’ll 
find that the benefits are twofold: their 
work can increase the potential for more 
lifetime adoptions, and as trained and 
educated volunteers, they become advo-
cates for your organization and your ani-
mals. They’ll tell their friends, neighbors, 
coworkers, and others about the power 
and fun of obedience training—and about 
the fabulous dogs of all breeds available 
at their local shelter. AS
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