
 
 

How Dogs Learn 
 

You may be saying “I just need to know how to get my dog to sit, stay, or walk on a 
leash without pulling. Why do I need to know about Operant Learning?” In order to make 
all the work and training you do as easy as possible you first need to know how to use 
the “Laws of Learning.”  
 
Learning: is a change in behavior due to experience. 

• Ex- A dog eats a poisonous plant and gets sick.  Due to his experience with that 
plant he most likely will never eat that plant again. 

 
Operant Learning: is a behavior that is increased or decreased due to its 
consequences.  All actions have consequences and those consequences affect future 
behavior. 

• Ex- When you go to a good restaurant, you are likely to go back. If your dog finds 
tasty morsels in the trashcan he’s likely to look in the trash again in the future. 

 
Consequences: Good consequences will cause behavior to be repeated. There are two 
kinds of things that happen in life: the good stuff and the bad stuff. You know that 
behavior is controlled thru consequences; therefore, obedience training is about 
providing good consequences for your dog.  Your dog is always trying to start the good 
stuff, end the bad stuff, avoid ending the good stuff, and avoid starting the bad stuff.  
You may even feel like your dog is controlling you! You need to recognize this and 
exploit it, viola! Control of your dog. 
 
Control: If you control the consequences, you control the behavior. You have a lot of 
control of the starting and stopping of all good and bad stuff in you dog’s life. Everything 
your dog wants in life you have control over: food, outdoors, play, smells, and attention. 
You need to recognize these so good training opportunities are not lost! Your dog will 
soon see obedience as the way to get things he wants instead of getting in the way of 
what he wants. Take control of the good stuff your dog wants in life and stop 
handing them out for free!  You are always rewarding something when you open 
doors, go for a walk or feed your dog. You need to be aware of this so you can select the 
behavior you want to reward instead of rewarding whatever your dog happens to be 
doing at the time. Also, you need to be ready to withhold reward if you dog does not 
comply. You need to keep your dog motivated! If you are going to let your dog outside 
whether or not he sits, why should he sit? Put your money where your mouth is! 
 
Reinforcement: the procedure of providing a reinforcer (food, ball, praise) that will 
obtain, increase or maintain a behavior. This is a law that applies to all living things. You 
need to memorize this, because it is the essence of training!  It is the secret of good 
training.  



 
Communication: You need a fast, efficient, exact way of telling your dog the instant he 
has done something good. The signal you use marks the behavior you want to reinforce. 
We will use a clicker (a mechanical device that makes a short “click” sound) as a marker, 
but you can use words like “good” or “yes”.  The click is not a sound heard by the dog 
everyday and will remain clear and consistent. This makes the click stronger for training 
than a voice that can change and one that they hear all the time. This signal will allow 
you to bridge the gap between the behavior you liked and the actual reinforcement (food, 
toy, praise). Let’s take a look at a couple of dogs that are being trained: 

• Traditional training- despite all of the miscommunication dogs show a lot of ability 
to learn. Everything here is done backwards. First, the behavior is named, but the 
dog has no idea what the word means. Has anyone ever asked you to do 
something in a foreign language? Then the dog is manipulated into different 
positions that mean absolutely nothing to him and has no motivation to stay there 
or repeat that position. The owner praises the dog for what he believes to be a sit 
when the dog is really watching the dogs play in the nearby dog park when he is 
rewarded. Now, after a few manipulations of his body he is expected to perform 
this behavior on his own. If he doesn’t he gets a correction (bad stuff). 
Eventually, what the dog learns is how to get a reinforcement (avoiding the bad 
stuff) by making the connection to the word that is used for the behavior. Would 
you really want to learn like this?  Finally, when the dog is told to sit he first has 
to figure out what the word means to him (if anything), if he understands the word 
he then has to decide if complying is beneficial to him. Dogs behave as though 
they are working this stuff out in their heads, but most likely they are not. 

• Second dog being trained- This dog is being trained by his owner to sit.  The pair 
is either at home or in a training class. The dog sees his owner pick up the clicker 
and the bag of goodies. To the dog this picture has been known to bring good 
stuff in the past. The dogs’ motivation increases right away, because he knows 
that there is a big chance for good things. The owner just stands without saying a 
word and gives his dogs brain a chance to work. The dog does not have to come 
up with the meaning of one of the many words he has heard. The dog takes a 
step back, that gets nothing, the dog sniffs the ground, that gets nothing, the dog 
sits-ALRIGHT! The dog hears that click that he has learned means good things 
are on the way (Sit =Click). At this point all the dog has to do is figure out what 
caused the click and good things. After trying different behaviors he finds that 
when he sits he hears the click. Now he has determined what is causing the 
click. So the dog sits as fast and as much as he possibly can, because the more 
he sits the more good things he will get.  Reinforcement is being created 
(Sit=Click=Reinforcement=Repetition). At first, the dog did not pay much 
attention to the word his owner was saying right before he sat, but it did not take 
long for him to realize that the word he heard and a sit would bring him good 
things. The word has now become a predictor of good things. The word becomes 
associated with the known behavior and becomes a cue for a specific behavior 
(Cue=Sit=Click=Reinforcement=Repetition). 

 
 

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

 
 


