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In the 1980’s Dr. Ian Dunbar (a veterinary behaviorist in California) began to 

promote the puppy training classes we now call “Puppy Kindergarten”. He encouraged 
early socialization of these young puppies and training with “lure and reward” methods. 
Up to this point it was traditional to keep puppies home until their vaccinations were 
complete. Dr. Dunbar, along with other researchers like Dr. Michael Fox used studies to 
show that if puppies were not introduced to a variety of environments and novel stimuli 
when they were very young, they would grow up fearful and less able to deal with the 
world we require them to live in. 

 
 Along with this emphasis on early socialization, puppies were trained to do basic 
obedience exercises using food rewards and toys. At this age puppies learn easily and 
quickly. Previously, dog owners had waited till their dogs were much older before 
enrolling them in a class (and the training methods used were frequently harsh). 
 
 Puppy kindergarten classes are now widely available and quite popular. Enrolling 
in a good class provides an excellent start for the whole family. As well as the puppy 
being schooled, his family will learn about puppy care, the emotional and behavioral 
needs of a young puppy, humane training techniques, and how to play appropriate games 
with him. The latter is particularly important for young children. Many “games” children 
like to play with puppies actually teach the puppy bad behaviors. In puppy class children 
are taught appropriate  games to play with their puppy like retrieving balls and toys, 
tricks, and also when to leave the puppy alone. 
 
 A recent study showed that 54% of families with children under 6 years of age 
give up their puppies. However, 99% of puppies who attended a humane society puppy 
class remained in their homes. 
 
 One huge benefit of a good class is the ability of an experienced instructor to 
identify problem behaviors in a young puppy. Many potential problems can easily be 
addressed at this young age, while leaving them till the dog is older can result in 
expensive professional help and sometimes even the heartbreak of having to give up the 
family pet. 
 
 Puppy play time is one part of the classes everyone looks forward to. However, 
this playtime should always be carefully supervised. Puppies should not be bullied or 
learn to be bullies. During this play time shy puppies should be given their own area and 
bouncier puppies should be matched with compatible playmates. When the shy puppies 
gain in confidence they can be integrated back into the bigger group. Each puppy should 
have a positive experience and his own personal needs met every week. 
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 As each puppy usually brings along a proud family to class, socialization with 
people is easy. Some classes play “pass the puppy”. Each puppy gets a chance to visit 
with different families. In my own classes I give out a “socialization check sheet”, which 
encourages families to take their puppies out and record what new experiences they have 
experienced that week. Some students like to take Ian Dunbar’s challenge of having 100 
different people feed the puppy a treat by the time he is 4 months old! Another APS 
Puppy Kindergarten instructor gives out a “Socialization Scavenger Hunt” sheet. It 
involves suggestions like “bring a picture of your puppy taking a treat from a man in 
uniform, receive EXTRA CREDIT if he is wearing a hat, sunglasses or has a beard.” 
Both of these socialization charts are available for free at the Orange County Animal 
Shelter. 
 
 The obedience training exercises taught to the puppy in class are to help him learn 
some self control and good manners. Sit, (to go out the door and before meals), leash 
walking, coming when called, and paying attention are practiced in most classes. Puppies 
earn food treats for compliance. Families learn how reward-based training brings out the 
best in their puppies. Students are advised not to use punishment on their puppies as it 
usually does not work effectively and destroys the bond between themselves and the 
puppy. 
 
 Handling exercises are another big theme in puppy kindergarten. It is important to 
have an adult dog that is handleable and enjoys being touched by people. Each night 
families are encouraged to examine their puppy’s teeth, ears and paws, rewarding with 
food treats if they seem at all nervous. Grooming the puppy daily, touching him all over 
and petting him as he eats is encouraged. 
 
 Most classes set aside time for a problem solving session. Common concerns that 
need to be addressed for new puppy owners are puppy mouthing, housetraining, crate 
training problems and destructive chewing. There is usually a nice camaraderie in a group 
class, it is comforting to know that all new puppy owners struggle with the same issues. 
 
 Going to puppy class is a win-win situation. Not only are you investing in the 
future of your puppy, but you will have a fun family night out at the same time! 
 
 If you are concerned about whether puppy class is appropriate for your new 
puppy please discuss it with your vet.  
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