Children and dogs
By behaviorist Colleen McDaniel, colleen@aocb.com 
Recently there were some emails regarding children (more specifically toddlers) and dogs. I would like to share our protocol offered here at The Academy of Canine Behavior www.aocb.com).

Dogs should be "trained" to understand what their job is around toddlers, and that is to move away from them. They should not feel like they can hold space when a child enters that space; BUT the dog also has rights. They need to have a space that the child is not allowed into. Here is what we advise.

1. BEFORE the child arrives, stop allowing the dog onto furniture. A dog on a couch is elevated and comfortable and this combination gives the dog a sense that they are entitled. A child that is crawling will often pull itself up to a standing position using furniture. That can suddenly put their face at the same level as a dog on the furniture -- not good! If you wait until the child is there and moving then start yelling at the dog to get off the couch, the dog could resent the child, that is why this transition needs to be made before the child arrives.

2. Give the dog a place that they can be that is comfortable and still in the main living area. If you isolate the dog, it will not have an opportunity to become familiar with all the commotion that comes with a child. I recommend a cushy bed in the corner of the main family room. Teach the dog to go to this space and maintain the space on command (we use "Go to your Rug" and "Wait on your rug"). Provide the dog with nice chew toys while in their space.

3. After the dog is obedient to the above command, put a low barrier across the corner that the dog must jump over to get to the space. We use 18" garden lattice that can be purchased at a hardware store. It is an obvious barrier but the dog can still see through it while lying in its space. (For small dogs, we put a "mouse hole" in the barrier that the dog can get through but a child cannot.) Teach the dog to go over the barrier to get to its space.

4. Once the barrier is in place, we do not allow the dog to have any of their toys out in the main part of the room. They can have chews, etc. but must keep them in the designated space. That way we do not have to worry about a child and a dog reaching for the same toy at the same time.

5. Once the baby is there, we will put the child on the floor and immediately send the dog to their space. Often we have put special treats on the bed when the dog was not looking so when they get to their space they are immediately rewarded. They are never sent there in anger. It is a command that is delivered in an authoritative but calm manner. The dog must not feel frustration or angst, just direction.

6. It is important that the dog also be sent to their space randomly. If they only must be there when the child is present, they (again) could build resentment.

7. Once the child is mobile, anytime the child moves towards the dog just command the dog to go to their space.

8. It is IMPORTANT that you also need to not allow the child to violate that space at anytime. If the baby crawls over and starts pulling themselves up on the barrier, remove the child just as you would if you were protecting them from a hot stove.

9. Once the dog figures out it can go into its space and relax, and often find treats or special chews, they will seek that space out. When the dog makes the choice on their own to go to their space, mark that behavior with praise. We use "Good Rug."

It is important to note that older dogs have special considerations. They tend to sleep deeper and be slower to respond should they need to get up quickly. They could be a little achy. Or maybe they do not hear the child approaching and the child is just suddenly there. Even the best temperaments can make mistakes. I would make sure they know that if they take their nap in their space instead of the middle of the room, they can rest easier. If they are in their space, no one is going to step over them or on them!

Something else to consider is failing eyesight. As they age, many dogs suffer from impaired vision, and even if they aren't completely blind, they can be much quicker to be defensive when they are startled by something they can't quite focus in on. An older dog has many health considerations like this that need to be taken into consideration.

Over the years, we have used this protocol with a great deal of success.

