
 
 
 

House Training 
 

This handout addresses puppy training, but the principles apply to adult dogs as well.  
 
 
Some Facts about Puppies 
 
Puppies naturally want to be clean. They can usually be “almost” potty-trained by 4-weeks of age. 
While still with the litter, puppies learn to "hold it" until they are able to get away from the nest or 
whelping bed. They will automatically try to relieve themselves in an area away from their 
sleeping, playing and eating quarters. This makes a lot of sense when you think about it. With just 
a minimal amount of effort, your new puppy will transfer what he already knows and learn to go in 
the desired area at his new home.  Puppies have very tiny bladders. They can't hold it for very 
long at one time. Puppies must be taken outside many times each day, and given an opportunity 
to relieve themselves. Puppies also spend a great deal of time sleeping and playing. Each time a 
puppy wakes up; he will feel the need to empty himself immediately. Each time the puppy has 
had an opportunity to play, he will want to eliminate. And, after eating, the bowels feel the urge to 
move, and he'll need to go again. What ever goes in must come out. If it goes in on a regular 
schedule, it will come out on a regular schedule as well.  
 
Getting Started 
 
As a rule of thumb (and it varies from dog to dog), a puppy can "hold it" in hours for as many 
months old he is, plus one. For example, if your puppy is 3 months old, he can probably "hold it" 
for 4 hours. Also, puppies cannot "hold it" as long in the daytime as they can at night.  
 
To begin house training you will need the following: 

• A crate large enough for your dog to stand up and turn around in comfortably, but no 
larger   

• A schedule for going outside  

• Treats for whenever you go outside with your dog  

• Good observational skills to prevent accidents  

• Patience 
 
Crate 
 
Would you leave an un-diapered infant home alone all day and expect not to find baby 
“accidents” all over the place? The puppy must be crated whenever you’re away or can’t actively 
supervise. If you are busy around the house, sleeping, have company, etc., you need to crate 
your dog. This will make him hold on so that you can have success outside later. If the dog is 
soiling his crate, the crate is probably too large. If you have a puppy, and are not able to take him 
out regularly, he may use part of the crate as a toilet. If you don’t want to crate your pup all the 
time, but can not constantly watch him, you can put him on a leash and tie the leash around your 
waist or on a short leash fastened to an eye-hook in the base board near his bed. Keep the leash 
short enough that you will be aware if he starts circling, sniffing, etc. That way the puppy can be 
out of the crate, with you, yet not able to run free.  



Schedule 
 
You must provide your puppy with a set schedule for eating and going outside. If you are away for 
longer than 4 hours, have someone come to the house to take a puppy out. The best scenario is 
to always have someone at home during the housetraining period. 
 
A typical puppy schedule should look like this: 

• First thing in the morning.  When your puppy awakens, pick him up and carry him 
outside. Don't expect him to walk from his bed to the door without having an accident. 

• A few minutes after each meal. This is often when puppies will have a bowel movement. 
Through observation you will discover your own puppy’s rhythm.  

• Every hour on the hour. Take your puppy outside on leash for five minutes in a small 
area. Always use the same spot and he will begin to associate the area with its purpose. 
Don’t interact with your puppy. Have a play period once he’s finished. If nothing happens 
after five minutes, bring him back into the house and crate him for another thirty minutes. 
Try again. If he does eliminate, you may give him a free fun period under close 
supervision for a short time 20 to 30 minutes. Even better would be a walk or a game. 
This acts as an added extra award for performing.  

• During the night a very young puppy may need to go out once during the night. If you are 
willing to bite the bullet and take him out until he is able to control himself through the 
night, it will help speed up the house training process.  

 
Treats 
 
Every time the puppy eliminates outside, lavish him with enthusiastic praise during the act and 
after he’s finished, give him an extra special treat (a small piece of cheese, hot dog, etc.). If you 
find that the praise makes him stop in the middle of eliminating, save it until just after he finishes. 
If you keep paying off the behavior you want, the puppy will realize he can cash in his urine and 
feces for tasty treats and will have ONE thought in his head when he gets the urge to go: "Hold 
on! If I do it outside, it's worth cash and prizes!"  
 
Good Observational Skills 
 
Your puppy will give off signals that he needs to eliminate. It is essential that you learn to identify 
these signals so you can prevent mistakes. Common behaviors are circling, restlessness and 
sniffing. If you see your puppy doing any of these things, take him out! 
 
Patience 

Don’t lose your cool. Most puppies will have accidents, especially in the beginning of training. 
Since your puppy will be supervised at all times if he’s out loose, you will be able to provide the 
proper feedback if he starts to eliminate in the house, and hopefully catch him before he does and 
take him outside. Interrupt him with a sharp sound if you catch him beginning to eliminate in the 
house. This may even prevent him from finishing his elimination. Quickly say "outside" and take 
the puppy out as quickly as possible. Stay for a 5 minute wait period or until he eliminates, 
praising and treating if he goes. If not, put him back in the crate or supervise him until you are 
ready to try again. If the puppy does have an accident in the house or his crate which you did not 
catch, it is futile and even detrimental to punish him after the fact. Remember, the puppy is 
NEVER to be held accountable for "accidents." Everything that comes out where it is not 
supposed to is YOUR fault. Clean it up, and use a commercial odor neutralizer (or 50% vinegar 
and 50% water). Then tell yourself that you need to be more careful about supervising your pup, 
or you need to increase his number of outings.  

Please contact our Behavior Department with any questions at 904.725.8766, ext. 227. 


