Housetraining
(from the Alpenhorn, by Vicki Buchanan)

Dogs have two natural instincts we can use to make housebreaking a fairly straightforward process.

*The scent of urine or feces will automatically trigger a dog to eliminate in the same area when it is sniffed later.

*As den animals, dogs will avoid soiling their sleeping area


In order for us to capitalize on the “den” instinct, the puppy needs a den.  The easiest way to provide one is to get a crate.  The crate should be small enough so that the pup can’t eliminate in one area and lie down in another.  If you get a crate big enough to use when your dog is full grown, partition it.


An alternative to buying a crate is to tie your pup on a very short tether in one corner of a room.  The leash should be slightly longer than the dog so he can turn around and lie down comfortably but not move very far.

General Guidelines

*Crate or confine your pup whenever you are not supervising closely.  He should not have the run of the house, or even the kitchen, unless you are watching.  It is much easier to start him off right than it is to break him of bad habits.  He can have the freedom of the house immediately after he has relieved himself outside, for 10-20 minutes under your supervision.

*Establish a schedule for feeding and eliminating.  A schedule will help you know when your dog needs to go out.  Below is a sample schedule for a young puppy:
6:30AM; get up and walk pup

7AM; feed and water pup, walk pup, play time, crate pup

Midmorning: walk pup, pup stays with owner 15 minutes with owner in kitchen while dinner is prepared

Noon; feed and water pup, walk pup

1PM; walk pup, play time, crate pup

Midafternoon; water pup, walk pup, crate pup

5PM; feed and water pup, walk, allow pup 15 minutes with owner in kitchen while dinner is prepared

7PM; walk pup, play time, crate pup
Before bed; walk pup, pup sleeps in crate or on tether in your bedroom.

*Use one outside area for your pup’s bathroom.  Always taking your pup to the same place will encourage him to eliminate in that area.  This bathroom should be about 15x15’.  Keep it clean of old stools except one or two to give him the idea.

*Take your pup out to his “bathroom” after eating, drinking, sleeping (even a short nap), and playing hard.  Don’t send him out alone.  Stay with him.  You need to know whether or not he eliminated, and you need to be there to praise him when he does.  Always use the same door to go out.

Use a command to tell puppy what you want. “Potty”.  Use the same words each time.  Encourage him to sniff the ground.  Don’t let him get involved playing or amusing himself.  Keep reminding him why he is there.  If he doesn’t go, take him back in and crate him for 10-15 minutes, then try again.  When he does eliminate, praise him.  As soon as he starts, praise him quietly so that you don’t distract him.  When he is finished, you can give him a treat.  Let him know he’s just done something wonderful.

*if he starts to have an accident in the house, try to stop him by shouting ‘no’ or ‘ahhh’ (to interrupt him).  Scoop him up, and rush him out to his bathroom.  Hopefully, he will still have to go.  If he then finishes outside, praise him.  Don’t continue to reprimand him when he is outside.  You want him to associate that place with good things.  If you find a mess but don’t catch him in the act, consider it your fault for not watching him closely enough.  It is up to you to anticipate his needs and get him outside in time.  Don’t punish a pup that is still learning unless you catch him in the act.  Keep in mind that just because your pup can “hold it” for several hours in his crate doesn’t mean he can last that long when he is moving around.

*Neutralize the odor of any accident scenes in your house.  It is the scent that will encourage him to use the same area again.  Chemical deodorizer/cleansers just for this purpose are available in pet shops.  Nature’s Miracle is one good one.  Vinegar or ammonia cannot neutralize the odor enough to hide it from a dog.

*Watch for signals from your pup that he needs to go out.  Signaling is a very difficult task for your puppy.  He has no way of knowing how to get what he needs from you—that is, for you to open the door and take him out.  It is up to you to watch him closely for whatever signal he tries.  Most puppies will start to sniff the floor (remember that he’s looking for those telltale odors), or run in circles, pace, pant, or just act restless.  Once he has the idea that he needs to get outside, he may go to the door and whine, scratch or just sit there.  Some dogs will come and sit in front of you, waiting expectantly for you to read their minds.  What choice do they have?

Teaching your pup to signal his need
An alternative to making your puppy figure it out for himself is to teach him a way to signal his need.  You can hang a bell from the doorknob and teach the pup to ring the bell to go out.  First teach the pup to ring the bell for a treat.  Do whatever you can to get the pup to ring the bell.  Point at it, and try to get him to follow your fingers with his nose, or put the food behind the bell so he has to nuzzle it to get at the food.  As soon as he gets a sound from the bell, praise him and give him the treat.  When he will ring the bell for a treat, get him to ring it each time before you take him outside.  That should start to give him the idea that the bell is a means to get out.  After that, rub a bit of strong smelling food on the bell when he isn’t looking, wait for him to sniff it out on his own, and when he rings the bell to see where the delicious smell is coming from praise him and whish him outside.  He should soon make the connection.
