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Basics Of Understanding Dogs 
And Positive Reinforcement Training 

1. Canine Body Language And Communication (Appeasement, 
Deference, Displacement, Stress, Fear, Play) 

2. Common Myths About Dominance And Pack Theory 

3. Ethology - Domestication And Co-Evolution 

4. Training / Learning Theory: Operant Conditioning - 4 Quadrants, 
Classical Conditioning, Counter Conditioning, Desensitization 

5. Positive Reinforcement Training Basics (Motivating Behaviors, 
Managing Cues And Rewards, Basic Training Recipe For 
Training A New Behavior, 3D’s)



Canine Body Language and Communication 
Dogs communicate using a complex language of body signals that reflect 
what they are thinking and feeling. They use these signals consciously and 
unconsciously to communicate intent and ensure their personal safety by 
affecting behavior in others. 

Understanding Calming Signals 

These terms and definitions are exerpts from the book “On Talking Terms 
with Dogs: Calming Signals” by Turid Rugaas. Watching dogs use these 
signals, and using them yourself will help you create a collaborative 
relationship, not only with your dog, but with all dogs. 

Quoting Turid:  

“The signals are used at an early state to prevent things from 
happening, avoiding threats from people and dogs, calming down 
nervousness, fear, noise and unpleasant things. The signals are used 
for calming themselves or to  make others feel safer. Understanding 
these signals…will help you in training, handling and will enrich your 
life.” 

Here are a few of the most commonly used Calming signals: 

• Turning away. Turning the side or back towards the thing of concern is very 
calming. 

• Licking. A very quick movement of the tongue to the nose, so quick it’s 
difficult to see. 

• Freezing. Your dog will freeze, stop, stand, sit or lie still without moving a 
muscle – often used when a strange and/or much bigger dog comes too 
close. 

• Walking in slow motion, or using very slow movements. Sometimes the 
movements are so slow that there is hardly any movement at all, and this has 
a very calming effect. 
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• Play bow. Going down with the front legs into a bowing position can be an 
invitation to play if the dog is moving its’ legs in a playful manner. If very still, 
this can be a calming signal. 

• Sitting or lying down. Both are very calming, with the down being the most 
effective. 

• Yawning. Helps calm a dog who is feeling uncertain, stressed or worried. 

• Sniffing. It can be a swift movement to the ground and up again, or held 
there for some time until the problem situation is over. 

• Splitting up. Dogs will physically go between dogs or people if they feel a 
situation is too tense to avoid conflict. 

Communication Content Resource and citation: Victoria Stilwell Positively 
Appeasement & Displacement 
A dog might try to appease another by actively seeking attention via one or 
more of the following behaviors: 

• muzzle and/or ear licking 
• jumping up 
• lowering and curving the body 
• blinking 
• clacking or exposing the teeth “(“smiling”) 
• lip licking 
• lowering the head and ears 
• play bowing 

Although much appeasement consists of this active body language, passive 
submission such as cowering and body freezing seems to be done in 
response to escalating fear in the presence of a perceived threat. A socially 
experienced dog receiving these signals will tolerate this language of 
appeasement and reciprocate with appropriate signals; other less 
experienced dogs might take advantage of this deference and attempt to 
control or aggress. 

In addition to appeasement, dogs also commonly use displacement signals 
to avoid confrontation. These body signals are used to provide a distraction – 
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a way of covering up what the dog is actually feeling. Yawning, sniffing, 
scratching, sneezing, and licking are all active behaviors that keep the dog 
calm and provide a distraction to refocus the attention of others away from 
him. 

 
Common Body Language 
Any signal that is demonstrated by a particular part of the dog’s body must 
always be read in the context of whatever other body or vocal language the 
dog is communicating. Similar signals have different meanings in different 
situations, so the position of the body and other vocal signals will help you 
understand a dog’s intent and emotional state. 

 
Stress/Discomfort/Nervousness Language 
When dogs are stressed and nervous they exhibit many different kinds of 
behavior that either help relieve the stress they are feeling or appease a 
perceived threat. While dogs like humans, yawn when they are tired, they are 
also much more likely to yawn when they are nervous. Lip licking does not 
always mean a dog is hungry or has just eaten either, but is a very clear stress 
signal that is performed when a dog is nervous or experiencing fear. 

• Yawning can be a sign that a dog is tired, but it also signals stress 
• Lip licking or tongue flicking. Dogs lick their lips when nervous 
• Brief body freezing – the dog is still for a few seconds before reacting 
• Body freezing – the dog freezes until the threat goes away or he 

decides to use fight or flight 
• 'Whale Eye' – the dog turns his head away but keeps looking at the 

perceived threat, showing the whites of his eyes 
• Head turn – the dog will turn his head away from a fear source as a 

gesture of appeasement 
• Furrowed brow, curved eyebrows – caused by facial tension 
• Tense jaw – the mouth is closed, and the dog is preparing for action 
• Hugging – a dog will gain comfort by holding onto his owner 
• Low tail carriage – indicates discomfort and uncertainty 
• Curved tongue – the tongue is curved at the edges from tension 
• Raspy, dry-sounding panting –   nervousness reduces saliva production 
• Twitching whiskers – caused by facial tension 
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• Shaking – caused by adrenaline release 
• Drooling – stress can also cause excessive salivation 
• Lack of focus – an anxious dog finds learning difficult 
• Sweaty paws – dogs sweat through their foot pads 
• Piloerection – the hair on a dog’s neck and spine stands on end (like 

human goose bumps), making the dog appear bigger while releasing 
odor from the glands contained in the dog’s hair follicles  

Appeasement/Deference Language 
Deference language is designed to appease a perceived threat, avoid injury 
and is crucial for survival. If the dog engages in non-threatening behavior this 
helps deescalate the negative intentions of another animal or human. Most 
appeasement behavior is extremely submissive with the dog lowering the 
body, making it appear smaller and less threatening. Socially appropriate 
dogs will respond positively to this deference while others often take 
advantage of what they perceive as weakness. 

• Head bobbing or lowering 
• Head turning 
• Averting eyes 
• Lip licking 
• Low tail carriage 
• Tail tucked between the legs 
• Curved and lowered body 
• Stomach flip – the dog flips over quickly, exposing his stomach; he is 

not asking for a belly rub, but signaling that he is withdrawing from 
interaction 

Curious/Anticipatory Language 
Dogs are naturally curious animals and the more confident they are, the more 
they can deal with novelty and change. All dogs will size up any situation to 
ensure safety using the following language: 

• Head cocked to one side or the other 
• Front paw lifted - anticipating what will happen and what the dog 

should do next 
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• Mouth closed - sizing up the situation in preparation for action 

Displacement Language 
Displacement language helps the dog to self-calm and refocus attention 
away from them and onto something else. If a perceived or actual threat 
approaches and the dog is nervous or uncomfortable she will often indulge in 
behaviors that take the threat’s focus away from what could be a negative 
intention. The threat’s attention is diverted onto the behavior the dog is 
doing, like sniffing the ground or scratching and not actually the dog herself. 
These behaviors are often performed when the dog needs an outlet for their 
pent up energy or frustration, but can become compulsive if the outlets are 
not given. Displacement behaviors can result in compulsive behaviors 
including excessive spinning or licking. 

• Sneezing 
• Shaking 
• Sniffing 
• Nose licking 
• Yawning 
• Spinning 
• Pacing 
• Chattering teeth 
• Shake off - dog will release stress and tension by shaking their bodies 

as if trying to get water off their backs. 

Defensive and Offensive Language 
When a dog has to defend herself from an actual or perceived threat she will 
demonstrate defensive or offensive language in order to keep herself safe. 
This language manifests itself in behaviors that encourage a threat to keep 
their distance. If the threat does not back away and the dog has nowhere to 
go, defensive behavior will turn offensive and the dog will bite.   These 
behaviors are usually easy to recognize and understand. 

• Body leaning forward 
• Tense mouth 
• Lips pushed forward and vibrating as the dog growls 
• Air snapping - the dog snaps in the air to warn something to back away 
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• Snapping with skin contact - also a warning to back away 
• Fast nip – an immediate bite and release with bruising or slight wound, 

telling a threat to back off 
• Deeper bite – a dog that bites with more intensity is intending to harm 
• Bite and hold - intent to harm 
• Bite, hold, and shake – intent to harm and potentially to kill. Some 

dogs will bite, hold, shake, and disembowel stuffed toys, simulating 
the killing of prey; while this is prevalent among dogs with high prey 
drive, even dogs with low drive can indulge in behavior of this type. If 
your dog likes to disembowel stuffed toys, this doesn’t mean he wants 
to do the same with people or other animals. Sadie loves to 
disembowel toys, but she is incredibly gentle with people, especially 
children. 

• Wagging tail – again, a wagging tail does not always mean a happy 
dog 

• Hard, staring eyes 

Relaxed Language 
There is nothing better than being with a happy dog. The body is fluid and 
relaxed, the mouth is slightly open with tongue hanging to the side and all 
the signals a dog gives off communicate joy, confidence and a desire to invite 
play and attention. 

• Mouth slightly open, tongue relaxed and lolling to one side. 
• Small body freezes during play. 
• Play bow – this signal invites play and tells others that whatever action 

comes next is still just play. 
• Turning over, inviting belly rub – showing trust and enjoying social 

contact. 
• Relaxed facial expression. 
• Squinty or blinking eyes. 
• Tail wagging fast, either side to side or in a round motion like a 

helicopter. 
• Wiggling backside. 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What does a wagging tail mean? 
Tail wagging is a frequently misinterpreted signal. Most people believe that a 
wagging tail only means a dog is happy, which of course is often true, but 
some dogs also wag their tails when aroused, overstimulated and frustrated. 
You can usually tell the difference by looking at what the rest of the body is 
doing: 

• A confident or aroused dog will hold his tail in the air, allowing scent 
from the anal glands to circulate more freely and advertise his 
presence. 

• A dog that is wagging his tail but barking with a defensive body 
posture, tense face, and hard staring eyes is overly aroused and 
frustrated, which means that he should not be approached. 

• A tail that is held low or between the legs signals a lack of confidence, 
nervousness, or fear 

• A tail that is held high but wagged more slowly means that the dog is 
assessing a situation. 

• A tail that is extended and curved means that the dog is tense and 
ready to take offensive or defensive action. 

• A tail that wags around and around like a helicopter and is 
accompanied by relaxed fluid body movement and a wiggling bottom 
signals friendliness and a willingness to engage. 

• Research has shown that when a dog sees someone they like, his tail 
wags more to the right. When he sees an unfamiliar person, his tail 
wags more to the left. Subtle body language like this is easy to miss. 

 
 
Resource and citation: Victoria Stilwell Positively 
Additional Resources:  
Calming Signals book by Turid Rugaas 
Dr Sophia Yin Free Downloads/Posters 
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The Myth of Dominance and Pack Theory 
Content Resource and citation: Victoria Stilwell Positively 

The History of Pack Theory 
The dangerous but common misunderstanding about the concept of 
dominance and pack theory in the dog world is based in large part on 
research collected from studies performed on a pack of unrelated, captive 
wolves in the 1970s. The results of these early studies suggested that there 
was a rigid hierarchy in which 'alphas' (leaders) had priority access to 
resources, forcefully maintaining the group structure through displays of 
aggression to others. 

Because dogs were believed to have descended from wolves, it was then 
assumed that similar social groupings and violent 'pack' dynamics must 
therefore exist among domestic dogs as well. What is more, the formation of 
these dog packs was supposedly based on the desire or drive of certain dogs 
to be the alpha or top dog of the group, and the resulting hierarchy was 
based on competitive success. 

This theory became so popular that despite the obvious (and very important) 
fact that dogs and wolves are separated by thousands of years of evolution 
and that dogs and humans are completely different species, the concept was 
attributed to explain not only the social interactions between dogs, but also 
between people and dogs and how dogs should be trained. 

But dogs are not wolves, and even if they were, those captive wolf studies 
have since been renounced by the very scientists who performed them and 
drew their original conclusions. 

What is a True 'Pack'?  
More recent scientific research has concluded that in the wild a true natural 
pack is actually composed of a mother and father and their offspring. This 
pack survives rather like a human family, in which the parents take the 
leadership roles and the children follow.  

In a natural pack, harmony is created because deference behaviors are 
offered freely by the younger wolves rather than being forced onto them by 
their parents. 
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The original study’s results were also skewed by the observation of subjects 
that were under severe stress because they were forced to live as captives 
with other unrelated wolves in an unnatural environment, unable to behave 
as they normally would in a natural familial pack. 

The researchers mistakenly used their own human interpretations to conclude 
that the wolves were constantly driven by a desire to seek status over one 
another. Trouble is, no one really questioned at that point whether wolves 
really understood or shared our human concept of seeking status as a 'rank 
reduction' process. 

It is more likely that for these captive wolves, the issue of rank was actually 
driven by something far simpler: the need for safety, survival and 
reproductive success. Was it safe to gain access to a particular resource from 
another wolf or not? Acquiring a resource safely would ensure survival, so 
although some wolves figured out how to hold onto their resources by 
challenging others and defending themselves, other wolves learned to 
ensure their survival by showing deference. 

Mech’s researchers were observing a dysfunctional group of wolves that were 
using threat and deference displays in order to seek safety and survive within 
their unnatural captive group. This was not a true pack which functions on 
deference displays rather than violence. 

Unfortunately, these truths regarding the concepts of dominance, submission, 
and rank hierarchy have only recently been accurately understood. Because 
the results of those early behavioral studies were misinterpreted and 
important aspects of dominance misunderstood, dog trainers began 
assuming that these supposed facts about captive wolf behavior could be 
neatly transferred into a box labeled 'dog behavior.' 

 
Bottom Line 
The concept of 'pack theory' as it is commonly understood by many today is 
fundamentally flawed. 

Content Resource and citation: Victoria Stilwell Positively 
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Ethology - Domestication and CoEvolution 
Resource and Citation: Psychology Today interview  

“Wolves became dogs via cooperation and reciprocity rather than 
through competition with humans” 

Ray Pierotti and Brandy Fogg's book: The First Domestication: How 
Wolves and Humans Coevolved 

"I wrote this book to remind people that the wolves we often demonize and 
persecute through wildlife management policies aren’t that different from the 
dogs we have in our homes and should be treated with a higher level of 
respect." (Brandy Fogg) 

What view(s) do you favor on how wolves and human coevolved and 
why? 

Pierotti: It is important to recognize that we think this relationship occurred 
on multiple occasions in several different regions. We think this explains the 
different DNA results and also that this process continued until very recently 
in some areas, especially Siberia and pre-contact North America, where many 
“dogs," or at least “canids living with humans”, were basically wolves from at 
least a phenotypic perspective. We think the relationship started because 
when modern humans moved out of Africa into Europe and Asia they were 
competent hunters, but unfamiliar with cold climates and the large ungulates 
found in these regions. They surely noticed the presence of wolves, as the 
other medium-sized social (group-hunting) carnivore, and according to many 
indigenous origin stories, depended upon scavenging wolf kills to survive. It 
is likely that each species recognized a useful ally in the other, with wolves 
being strong at pursuit and tracking and humans being good at killing once a 
prey had been run down or cornered. For some reason, there seems to be no 
evidence that Neanderthals ever hunted cooperatively in this fashion, which 
is a major premise of Pat Shipman’s argument in The Invaders. Wolves would 
already have been familiar with similar arrangements since they seem to hunt 
cooperatively with ravens throughout North America and probably did in 
Eurasia as well. 
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Fogg: We use the term coevolved because we believe certain aspects of 
human society were actually learned from wolves. After our nomadic period 
in history, we chose to live in areas with established boundaries. At one point 
these were boundaries for an entire village and eventually we staked out 
property lines for single family groups. This is similar to the way wolves claim 
territories and monitor these boundaries. Humans live in family groups that 
are unlike any other primate species. The closest living arrangement to the 
way humans live is that of a wolf family group. This arrangement allows 
humans and wolves to invest more time and energy into ensuring the survival 
of those we share the most genetic material with. Humans naturally recognize 
the need to be a part of a social group. The lone wolf typically does not do 
as well as members of a cooperative family group. Research shows us that 
social relationships and interactions are essential to human health, both 
mentally and physically.  

Additional Resources:  
Book: The First Domestication: How Wolves and Humans Coevolved 

Book: The Genius of Dogs 

Book: Beyond Words 

© 2019 Kathy Kawalec All Rights Reserved Page  of 12 18 For Your Personal Use Only



Training and Learning Theory Terms 
The Four Quadrants of  Operant Learning Processes 

1. Positive reinforcement: Something is added after a behavior, which results 
in the behavior happening more often. R+ 

2. Negative  reinforcement: Something is removed after a behavior, which 
results in the behavior happening more often. R- 

3. Positive punishment: Something is added after a behavior, which results in 
the behavior happening less often. P+ 

4. Negative  punishment: Something is removed after a behavior, which 
results in the behavior happening less often. P- 

Operant Conditioning 

Developed in the 1930’s by behavioral scientist BF Skinner, operant 
conditioning is called that because the subject (the dog you are training) can 
operate on (or manipulate) his environment by his behavior. He can make 
things happen, either good or bad, by choosing behaviors that are either 
rewarded or punished. 

Classical Conditioning 

Classical conditioning (also known as Pavlovian conditioning) is learning 
through association and was discovered by Pavlov, a Russian physiologist. In 
simple terms two stimuli are linked together to produce a new learned 
response in a person or animal. 

Desensitization is the process of gradually acclimating the dog to the things 
he is afraid of., by gradually bringing the stimulus closer and closer without 
activating fear or distrust. 

Counter-conditioning means replacing the dogs involuntary (undesirable) 
reaction (fear) with a more desirable response that is incompatible with fear, 
such as the anticipation of a treat. 

Resources: ABC’s of Learning Applied in Dog Training 

Simply Psychology article 

Book: The Power of Positive Dog Training.  Book: The Genius of Dogs 
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How Does Clicker Training Work?  
Resource and citation: Karen Pryor Clicker Training 

The trainer clicks at the moment the behavior occurs: the dog sits, the trainer 
clicks simultaneously. Clicking is like taking a picture of the behavior the trainer 
wishes to reinforce. After “taking the picture,” the trainer gives the animal 
something it likes, usually a small piece of food but sometimes play, petting, or 
other rewards.  

Very soon (sometimes within two or three clicks), an animal will associate the 
sound of the click with something it likes: the reward. Since it wishes to repeat 
that pleasurable experience, it will repeat the action it was doing when it heard 
the click.  

Any behavior can be trained with any animal following these three 
simple steps:  

1. Get the behavior.  

2. Mark the behavior.  

3. Reinforce the behavior.  

How do clicker trainers ask for behaviors?  

Clicker trainers differ from traditional trainers in that they wait until the behavior 
is well understood by the animal before using a command or “cue.” A cue is the 
name of a behavior, such as “sit,” or a hand movement or other clear signal. 

 Until the animal knows what the behavior is, any name for it would be 
meaningless. When the animal has been clicked several times for a behavior, 
and then confidently repeats the behavior, showing that it knows exactly what 
earns it a click and a reward, it is ready to learn the name of the behavior. Clicker 
trainers call this “introducing the cue.”  

To teach the animal the name of the behavior, or the cue, the trainer says or 
signals the cue before the animal repeats the behavior. After several repetitions, 
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the trainer begins to click and reward when the animal does the behavior, but 
only after the cue is given.  

No click is given if the animal does the behavior without being given the cue 
first. The animal quickly learns to listen or watch for its cue, which tells it: If you 
do this behavior now, you will get a click and earn a reward. 

What if the animal does not obey the cue?  

Clicker trained animals want to perform behaviors for which they have been 
rewarded in the past. If they understand the meaning of the cue and desire the 
reward, they will perform the behavior. If they do not perform the behavior, 
clicker trainers do not assume that the animal is “disobeying.”  

Instead the trainer asks the following questions:  

1. Does the animal know the meaning of the cue?  

2. Does the animal know the meaning of the cue in the environment in which it 
was first taught, but not in the environment in which it was given?  

3. Is the reward for doing the behavior sufficiently desired by the animal?  

After answering those questions, the clicker trainer revises the training process 
to be sure that the animal knows the meaning of the cue in all environments, 
regardless of distractions, and feels rewarded for the behavior.  

Do clickers and treats need to be used for every behavior, forever?  

No. Once a behavior is learned and on cue, there’s usually no need to click, as 
the animal understands the behavior. Clicker trainers can maintain the behavior 
by replacing specially good treats with occasional and less intensive rewards 
including a pat or praise.  

Learned cues and behaviors are also maintained by real-life rewards: for 
example sitting quietly at the door is rewarded by opening the door so that the 
dog can have a walk. Clicker trainers then save clicks and treats for the next new 
thing they want to train.  
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Positive Dog Training Basics 
from Holistic Dog School Lessons by Kathy Kawalec 

 
Six Steps for Teaching a New Behavior with Positive Training 
“All living things repeat behaviors that are rewarding”  

Follow the “Six Steps” closely for each new behavior you want to teach your 
dog. Stay in sequence, be consistent and apply the steps to everything you want 
to teach. As your timing gets better and your dog understands the ‘game’ of 
earning his/her rewards, the teaching will get easier, and the behaviors will be 
learned much faster! 

1. Get the Behavior by capturing, luring, shaping. 

2. Mark the Behavior with your click!, or similar reward marker, that your dog 
has learned means a reward is coming. 

3. Reward the Behavior by following the click! with a yummy treat or other 
life reward your dog likes. 

4. Repeat the behavior until it happens easily at least 90% of the time. 
Remember, you want your dog to associate the verbal cue with the correct 
behavior response, so you will not name the behavior until you have this 
level of success. 

5. Add the verbal cue as the dog does the behavior, to associate that exact 
behavior with that word. Remember, add the verbal cue as the dog does 
the behavior, not before or after it is done. 

6. Use the verbal cue to elicit the behavior…but not until your dog has heard 
the word at least a dozen times during the behavior first. Once your dog 
associates that word with that particular behavior, you can begin to ask for 
the behavior. Ask, then wait a few seconds…click and treat! 
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Ten Tips for effective Dog Teaching 
These tips will help to bring more clarity to your teaching, and make learning fun 
for both you and your dog. 

1. Reward behaviors that you like and want to encourage. Look for these 
behaviors all the time, every day…not just during practice sessions. 

2. Reward your dog with things they really, really want! The more difficult the 
behavior to be learned, the greater the reward! 

3. Get your dog’s attention before you ask for any behaviors. Just like 
humans, dogs cannot respond appropriately if their mind is occupied 
elsewhere. 

4. Assess the probability of your dog giving you the requested behavior 
BEFORE you ask. The idea is to only ask your dog for a behavior if you are at 
least 95% sure they will give it to you! 

5. Replace undesirable behaviors by teaching or requesting an incompatible 
behavior. Such as: your dog can’t jump on the counter at the same time they 
are sitting. So, teach your dog to sit every time you are at the counter making 
dinner. 

You can ignore some behaviors and they will automatically go away, such as 
barking for attention. You can interrupt other behaviors and redirect your 
dog, such as: if your puppy is chewing on the chair leg, distract her and give 
her a bone to chew on. 

6. Manage your dog’s environment to prevent undesirable behaviors from 
ever occurring. So, if you don’t want your dog to chew your shoes, keep your 
shoes in the closet, door closed. 

7. Be consistent, be fair, be a good teacher. If your dog is not doing 
something you think they know…first, be sure you have their attention. Then, 
go back to the Six Steps and start over with the step your dog is good at, 
and proceed from there. 

8. Increase only ONE DIFFICULTY factor at a time: (The 3 D’s) 
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-Distraction – always start in a quiet, calm environment so your dog 
can concentrate, then move on to ever increasing levels of 
distractions, but only when each level is successful. 

-Duration – the amount of time you require your dog to hold a 
behavior, such as  hold a stay, or walk on a loose leash, or hold eye 
contact. 

-Distance – the amount of space between you and your dog when 
you ask for behaviors, such as how far away your dog is when you call, 
how far you can move away from your dog in a stay etc. 

So, because your dog will Sit in the kitchen, does not mean she will sit 
in the yard. Because she will sit in the yard with no one around, does 
not mean she will sit in the yard with kids playing in the next yard. You 
get the idea… 

9. Make it fun. Remember learning should be fun for everyone! 

10. Look for ways to help your dog be successful. Review and alter your 
teaching process of any skill if you are stuck. Remember, your dog WANTS to 
get it right, so if they’re not getting it, help them! 
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