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YYou may already be familiar with Byron Katie, the 
creator of a self-inquiry method she calls “The 
Work.” The method is a way of identifying and 

questioning the thoughts that cause all the fear, violence, 
depression, frustration, and suffering in the world (www.
thework.com). According to Katie, all people become 
wrapped up in their stories and beliefs about reality, 
and then those thoughts are reflected in their actions. 
When we address the thoughts that are hurting us, we 
are able to address the cause of our problems with clarity. 
Addressing these thoughts can be as simple as asking 
yourself, “Is that true?”
 What does that have to do with dog training or behavior 
consulting? Dog behavior professionals are people too! 
We all have the potential to become trapped in our 
thoughts and beliefs, particularly when we are exposed 
to an idea during the early stages of our educational 
development. Hear that idea repeated a few times by 
respected professionals and it becomes even more “true.”  
Unfortunately, these false beliefs can interfere with your 
ability to successfully help the dogs and people counting 
on you to solve their challenges. Let’s take a look at some 
of these training and behavior fallacies. 

“Teach the Animal to Learn”

 Admittedly, I haven’t heard this phrase nearly as 
often as I used to, but it is still floating around out there. 
It generally refers to a situation in which the trainer 
states that he or she uses a behavior marker and operant 
conditioning procedures to teach a dog to learn. Is that 
really true? No, you cannot teach a dog, or anyone else, to 
learn. They must already be capable of learning in order 
to learn what you are teaching! You can, however, teach 
methods that enhance an individual’s ability to learn, 
retain and access new information.  

“Teach the Animal to Think”

 This phrase is similar to the previous one about 
learning. It is conceited of us humans to believe we 
are benevolently teaching other species to think. What 
would they do without us? Again, in reality dogs and 
other species generally evolved to think just fine on their 
own. What we can do is teach them more efficient and 
effective means of moving away from highly emotional 
and reactive states, into more rational thinking states. 

“Not Food Motivated”

 As a cat behavior consultant, I hear this one frequently! 
Someone will watch my cat training videos and tell me, 
“I would really love to train my cat to do that but he is not 
food motivated.” My latest comeback to that is, “Oh, since 
he’s dead, you don’t need to worry about training him!” 
Possibly a bit dramatic, but the point is that every living 
creature is food motivated unless they are dead, or are 
sick and on their way to being dead.  What is really going 
on with a dog, or any other individual, that we say is not 
food motivated? 

1) The food you are offering is distasteful to the learner
2) The learner is not motivated by the food you are 
offering at that moment in that situation.
3) The learner may have pain or sensitivity in the mouth, 
digestive tract, or other area that inhibits their intake of 
food
4) Other unknown causes that lead an otherwise healthy 
animal to reject food
 Trainers and owners are responsible for controlling the 
teaching environment and reinforcement schedules, and 
may need to reevaluate a training plan rather than place 
fault on the learner for not being motivated by the offered 
reinforcer.

You (or your dog) “can’t learn when afraid”

 This statement and other similar ones are repeated 
frequently, most likely in an attempt to reduce the use 
of abusive and punishment based training techniques. 
Certainly, few would argue against that purpose! 
However, there is much lost during the simplification 
process that was meant to make the concept more 
accessible to non-neurobiology experts. In actuality, fear 
is a powerful instructor and a highly complex topic.  Your 
brain doesn’t just shut down when you are afraid, and 
lessons learned during a fear-provoking incident can be 
highly resistant to change. It is true that highly arousing 
emotional states are not usually conducive to optimal 
dog training success. However, that is a very different 
statement than saying fear blocks learning altogether. 
Emotional systems and the learning process are highly 
complex topics that deserve more than a dumbed-
down inaccurate statement. Why does an appropriate 
clarification matter? If dog behavior consultants, trainers 
and behaviorists want credibility in the academic 
and scientific communities, as well as with ever more 
educated consumers, then it is important to actually 
understand the basics of learning and behavior. 

The “slot-machine example” of a variable reinforcement 
schedule

 One of the first anecdotes I can recall being told at the 
beginning of my dog training internship turns out to be 
very popular and long-lived. Slot-machines have been 
offered as an example of a real-world situation in which >
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do it appropriately and can actually cause even more 
problems.   
 However, it is totally appropriate to follow the dog’s 
language by having a non-negotiable rule in place such as 
“puppies don’t bite humans.” This rule applies even if the 
human is doing something the dog may not appreciate 
such as clipping toenails or denying access to a desired 
resource. Unpleasant things happen in life and it is our job 
to teach our dogs how to handle these situations without 
having a meltdown. Fully understanding and utilizing 
the principles of learning and behavior, rather than 
focusing solely on one quadrant of behavior, will provide 
us humans with the tools to effectively communicate in a 
more dog-friendly manner.

Final Thoughts

 The ability to think critically is one of the most 
valuable skills a dog trainer or behavior consultant can 
have. Clients come to us with their stories, while we are 
wrapped up in our own stories and beliefs about reality.  
Remember that according to Byron, all people become 
wrapped up in their stories and beliefs about reality, and 
then those thoughts are reflected in their actions. If you 
are able to step-back and evaluate for yourself what the 
truth is, you will be a more effective trainer or behavior 
consultant.
 Hopefully this article will encourage you to ask yourself 
the question: “Is that really true?” You can practice by 
directing the question to this very article and send me 
your thoughts!
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variable reinforcement strengthens behavior. I have 
heard it said repeatedly that the variable reinforcement 
schedule of the slot-machines keeps players engaged 
in the behavior of playing longer than a continuous 
reinforcement schedule would. I immediately questioned 
this because it certainly seemed that I would be more 
tempted to continue play if I made money every time I 
pulled the lever.  I assumed I just didn’t understand the 
comparison because I am not much of a gambler. 
 Recently, however, behavior explanation genius Dr. 
Susan Friedman was able to tell me why the slot-machine 
example never made sense to me. A crucial part of the 
process is generally left out of the anecdotal sharing: the 
importance of continuous reinforcement schedules while 
the behavior is in the acquisition stage. Once the behavior 
is fluent, a variable reinforcement protocol will make the 
behavior more resistant to extinction. In actuality, the 
slot-machine example is not false, but it is predominantly 
given in a misleading and inaccurate manner.
 If you sat down in front of a slot-machine for the first 
time and pulled the lever and won, you’d probably pull 
it again. If you repeated the behavior 50 times, winning 
each time, you would be a fluent lever-puller in no 
time. At that point, if your reward became variable, 
intermittent, and unpredictable, you would probably be 
a slot-machine devotee for life. 

Positive training is all you need

 My journey in the dog behavior world began, as 
has so many of ours, with an individual in need of far 
more behavioral help than I knew how to give. All of 
the available resources told me that, in order to stop 
this four-month-old pup from snapping at men and 
children, I needed to use a choke/chain/prong collar. 
I didn’t know what to do, but I knew that punishment 
would not be helpful for a dog that seemed to me to be 
afraid of just about everything. Flash forward a few years 
and now it seems that the pendulum has swung so far 
the other direction that positive training has become 
almost synonymous with permissiveness. So many 
knowledgeable trainers and behavior consultants have 
brought this issue up, yet for some reason it doesn’t seem 
to be sinking in. Many dogs are out of control, and dog 
owners are turned off when trainers expect every issue 
to be solved with a treat.  
 Dogs use social pressure, and sometimes even 
negative reinforcement or punishment, in order to teach 
youngsters appropriate behavior, enforce personal 
boundaries and avoid larger conflicts. Most dogs are 
able to perform these behavior corrections with finesse 
unavailable to us humans. Therefore, it is beneficial to 
use the same language as the dog, without attempting to 
replicate his vocabulary “word-for-word.” For example, 
one dog may put his open mouth over a puppy’s muzzle 
as a correction. Humans should not try to replicate this 
vocabulary by grabbing and holding a puppy’s muzzle 
in response to a nip from the puppy because we can’t 


