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Finding Your 
Community 
It can be a lonely time working with a dog that reacts 
inappropriately and having the right support around 
you can make all the difference. Knowing that you 
have a supportive community around you of others all 
sharing similar struggles to you can be really helpful. 

This course offers a safe place for you to 
share your successes, struggles and a place 
to offer and receive support. Remember 
to join the Reactive Rascals - Alumni 
Facebook group following this course. Hiring a Pro

Sometimes it’s necessary to call in 
a professional dog trainer, clinical 
behaviourist or other professional to help 
with your dog’s reactivity. The first thing 
to get really clear about is that this is ok!

In fact it’s more than ok as it demonstrates 
your commitment to your dog and that 
you’re being a responsible dog owner. 
There’s no shame in asking for help and it 
certainly shouldn’t be a negative thing. 

Finding the right trainer can be difficult. 
We recommend only using one from 
findadogtrainer.co.uk as all of the 
professionals listed on this site are 
subject to an ethical code of practice and 
stringent quality assurance practices. 
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Becoming a 
dog Detective 
Learning to read your dogs 
subtle body language is critical 
to managing your reactive 
rascals triggers, stressors and 
deciding what you need to do 
next.
 
When observing canine body 
language it is important that we 
follow a few key rules. It is easy  
to fall in to the trap of  
comparing canine behaviour 
to our own human behaviour,  
but, I believe this to be  
unhelpful and often  
misleading.
 
Contrary to popular belief dogs  
do not speak or understand  
English (or any other spoken 
language for that matter)!
 
Follow the concepts below when 
observing canine body language:
 
Context
It is important to observe body 
language in context. Almost all 
behaviours, when observed on 
their own, could mean a number 
of different things in different 
contexts. Not all yawns mean your 
dog is stressed in the same way 
that not all tail wags mean your 
dog is happy!

Objective vs Subjective Views
Subjective views that try to guess a dogs 
emotional state by suggesting a dog is 
‘scared’ or ‘excited’ or ‘aggressive’ is not 
the most helpful way of looking at canine 
body language. It is far easier and more 
accurate to look at behaviour objectively.
 
When observing dogs avoid making 
assumptions about how the dog could 
be feeling and instead describe what 
is actually happening. The objective 
view might be to say; ‘This dog is lip 
licking’ or ‘this dog is yawning’. By taking 
this approach, we avoid any unhelpful 
anthropomorphism (more on this later!).
 
Repetition
One thing I’m always on the look out for 
is repetition of behaviours. If I see the 
same behaviour over and over again then 
I’m going to be asking myself, what is this 
dog trying so hard to tell me?
 
Dogs are great at giving us clear 
signals about how they are feeling, but, 
sadly these often go unseen. Look out 
for repeated behaviours and switch 
up the picture if you see the same 
behaviour again and again. If your dog is 
uncomfortable, changing the picture early 
will ensure he has no need to escalate his 
behaviour.

In my opinion, most dog bites could 
easily be avoided if people knew how to 
read subtle canine body language.
 
Frequency
Look at how often the dog is offering us 
the behaviour.
 
Combination
Looking at what other behaviours the 
dog offers will give us a clearer insight 
in to the dogs emotional state. The dog 
that licks its lips, yawns and is turning its 
head away frequently may be feeling very 
differently to the dog that’s just woken up 
from a nap and yawns.
 
Evaluate
Dogs do things for a reason and it is often 
difficult to recognise what that reason is. 
If you follow the above concepts then you 
will by now have a good understanding of 
your dogs emotional state.
 
Now it’s time to ask yourself what the 
purpose of the dogs behaviour was and 
what was the outcome. Establishing the 
answer to these two questions will allow 
you to plan your next steps.

Whether you think you can or 
think you can’t, you’re 

– Henry Ford

right



Learning to  
Pre-empt Reactivity 
Prevention is always better than cure and the single best way to 
prevent your dogs reactivity is to begin to learn to pre-empt or 
predict it. Avoid situations where your dog is likely to react as this will 
only make things worse. When dogs ‘rehearse’ behaviours they get 
better at them and will be more likely to display them in the future. 

Keep a record in your diary of when, where, how and what they’ve reacted 
to so that you can start identifying any patterns. 

If you notice a regular theme then you can begin pre-empting their 
reactivity and take action to avoid them going over threshold and reacting. 

Choosing & Using  
the Right Equipment
Equipment makes a big difference when working with 
your dog and having the right equipment can make the 
world of difference. 

Keep a record in your diary of when, where, how and what they’ve reacted 
to so that you can start identifying any patterns. 

If you notice a regular theme then you can begin pre-empting their 
reactivity and take action to avoid them going over threshold and reacting. 
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Recommended Equipment 

• 5M long lines
• 2 point of contact harnesses 
• Calming sprays or coats
• Clickers 
• 2 way radios for set ups 
• Treats 
• Enrichment toys and games 

Equipment to Avoid  

• Choke Chains 
• Prong Collars 
• Spray Collars 
• Electric Collars 
• Aversive Equipment 



Health
If you’ve noticed a change in your dog’s 
behaviour or they are acting in a way 
that is out of character one explanation 
for this could be a medical reason. Pain 
often manifests itself with a low frustration 
tolerance, much the same as it does with us 
humans. 

Your dog might be less tolerant of being 
touched or asked to do things. They 
might not enjoy going for walks as they 
did before or they might suddenly start 
barking, lunging or growling at people, 
dogs, likes or other things that they 
otherwise wouldn’t. 

Check in with your vet to rule out pain or 
any other health related issue. 
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Identifying 
the Triggers

Begin to recognise patterns and record 
them in your diary in order to determine 
your own dog’s specific triggers. Once 
identified you can be proactive and act 
before your dog chooses an unhelpful 
coping strategy. 

Avoid putting too much tension on the 
lead or panicing if you come across one 
of your dogs known triggers. Your dog 
will sense your own anxiety and change 
his behaviour accordingly. Try and keep a 
loose lead and be positive. 

Depending on how far in to your journey 
you are will affect whether you choose a 
tool to get out of the situation or if you 
take the opportunity to practise a tool that 
will help retrain your dogs brain around 
that trigger. Always ensure that you are 
setting your dog up for success and keep 
any sessions short and sweet. 

Getting familiar with what your dogs triggers are, will allow you to 
take action before your dog chooses a negative coping strategy. A 
trigger can be anything that your dog reacts negatively to. For some 
dogs this could be other dogs, people, cyclists or vehicles. For others 
it could be far more specific, for instance black dogs or Poodles. 



Know Your Dog’s 
Threshold

There are three different zones 
when it comes to your dogs 
threshold level. The Safe Zone, 
Learning Zone and Danger Zone. 

The Safe Zone 
In an ideal world our dogs would 
always be in the safe zone. This 
is where they are relaxed and 
comfortable. Your dog will likely 
be in the safe zone if his body 
language is relaxed and soft. Your 
dog will be likely be exploring the 
environment and may be aware of 
his surroundings but isn’t focused 
on anything in particular. They’re 
triggers may be around but far 
enough away to not cause any 
problems. 

The Learning Zone 
This is where your dog will put 
into practice the tools you’ve been 
working on. The learning zone 
is where your dog is in relatively 
close proximity to one of their 
triggers but is not reacting to it. 
They may be aware of its presence 
and keeping check of it but they 
are still able to go about their 
business and are not displaying any 
freezing behaviour or any tension in 
their body language for extended 
periods. 

This is where your dog will really 
begin to learn to make good 
choices and where you will reward 
them heavily for them. You should 
practice the tools in your toolkit 
and keep sessions short and 
positive. You should be aware 
of your dogs threshold and be 
working within it. 

The Danger Zone
This is where your dog is most at 
risk of going over threshold and 
where little learning takes place. 
You will know that your dog is in 
the danger zone because they will 
be fixated on a trigger and unable 
to focus on anything else. 

At this stage they may or may not 
be reacting. If they are not it will be 
likely they are going to imminently 
if you do not get them back into 
the safe or learning zone. 

If you notice your dog might be in 
the danger zone you simply need 
to use a management technique 
and get out of it as soon as 
possible. Once your dog has been 
in the danger zone, it’s helpful 
to remember that they can easily 
become trigger stacked and may 
need some time to calm down and 
empty their buckets.

Managing your dogs threshold is important and we discussed this 
earlier in part one. In this section we look specifically at what your dogs 
threshold level is so that you know your dog’s limits. 
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Reactive Rascals need to actively learn calmness. 
Practice bed games, low arousal activities and active 
rest often so that these become learned behaviours 
in the future. Calm dogs are usually happy dogs - 
calmness allows the mind and body to rest and allows 
your dog to empty their buckets. 

Calm dogs often have higher frustration tolerances, make 
better choices, are more confident and cope with difficult 
situations more appropriately. 

Check out some of the tools below to begin actively 
practicing calmness with your dog.

• Licki mats
• Kongs and other food toys
• Snuffle Mats and other activity toys
• Bed Games 
• Calming Sprays 
• Massage 
• Tellington TTouch 
• Calming Coats 
• Darkened, quiet environment
• Comfortable bedding
• Slow energy releasing dog food and treats

Top Tip: Check out Susan Garrett’s ‘Hot Zone’ game 
for a fantastic way to teach your dog bed games. 

Calmness 
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Taking a Break
Breaks are crucial to your success and so many owners 
get caught up in the training trap of constantly feeling 
they have to be working with their dogs daily. This is 
simply unrealistic, often unhelpful and sometimes even 
detrimental to your dog’s progress (and your own sanity).

Take plenty of breaks and don’t force 
yourself to train. If you don’t feel like it 
then it’s okay to have a day or two off. If 
you find yourself not feeling like it most of 
the time then reach out to your community 
and ask them for a bit of accountability or 
motivation. 

Non walks days are perfectly okay. Some 
dogs simply need a day off. Keep them 
stimulated at home with some enrichment 
activities and let them practice active 
calmness. Ensure they have adequate 
access to an outdoor area.

Secure enclosed fields can be a nice 

alternative to your usual walks and these 
are now becoming more popular. They 
allow a chance for your reactive rascal to 
have some off lead time in a safe enclosed 
space to just enjoy being a dog. 

Finally, if you can, take plenty of holidays 
with or without your dog. Go away for a 
week or weekend to recharge your own 
batteries. Often this can be really helpful 
to your training effort if your dog goes 
along with you as it will give you a chance 
to practice the tools in a new environment. 
If you decide to leave them at home, it 
also provides an opportunity for someone 
else to be practicing the tools with them. 

This statement couldn’t be more 
relevant when it comes to your reactive 
rascal. Prevention is always better than 
cure so plan your dogs day accordingly. 

Consider the route you take and where 
you go. Remember to switch up the 
routine and not to be predictable. Avoid 
your dog’s triggers or places that are 
likely to take your dog over threshold. 

Plan new experiences and challenging 
situations to progress slowly. Avoid 
rushing things and be mindful of how 
your dog is coping.

Planning isn’t just about planning 
your walks, experiences or who your 
dog might meet. You need to plan 
for your future success if you want it 
to be achievable. You’ve mapped out 
what success looks like to you so now 
you need to set goals to achieve that 
success. Goals should be achievable so 
remember to make them SMART. 

Specific 
Measurable 
Achievable
Relevant
Time based

Start by creating a few SMART daily, 
weekly and monthly goals and you might 
just be surprised and how these goals 
quickly become new habits.

Planning 
‘Failing to prepare is preparing to fail’ 
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Today’s goal is:

This week’s goal is: 

This months BIG goal is:



Videoing & 
Reviewing 

Sometimes you can spot behaviours on video that you 
would never have noticed during the session. You can 
playback the footage in slow motion to spot anything that 
may affect the success of the session. 

Another useful reason for videoing your sessions is that 
you can ask a friend or professional to review the footage. 
We can easily miss things with our own dogs as we are 
emotionally involved and cannot be as objective as 
someone else might be able to be. Ask them to be brutally 
honest with you.

Finally videoing your sessions can really help track progress 
and gives you something to look back on when things have 
improved. When working with reactive rascals it often feels 
like we’re not making progress when we actually are. Video 
can be a great way of recognising this. 

Using video can be a huge asset when trying to 
understand your dogs behaviour and to track the 
progress of your sessions.
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Mighty 
Muzzles
Muzzles are often 
misassociated with just 
being for ‘aggressive’ dogs 
and many owners fear how 
others may perceive them 
if their dog is wearing one. 
Admittedly many owners 
do not understand the 
importance of muzzles and 
this is something that we have 
to learn to be okay with. 

The two most common types of muzzles 
are mesh or basket muzzles. Although 
mesh ones are far less noticeable they 
do have a number of disadvantages in 
comparison to the basket muzzles. 

Dogs can eat, drink, pant and even pick up 
toys with a basket muzzle where as mesh 
muzzles often make this more difficult. 
Other owners often do not notice mesh 
muzzles either so may not have any idea 
that your dog might struggle in some 
situations. 

The best way to introduce a muzzle to 
your reactive rascal is by making it fun 
and building up a positive association 
with wearing it. This should be a positive 
experience and should never be rushed. 

Muzzles should be fitted by 
someone with experience and 
knowledge of fitting muzzles 
to ensure they are the right 
fit and suitable for the 
individual dog. 

Switch up 
the Routine
Dog’s can become very good at predicting things based on routines. 
That’s why dogs that suffer from separation anxiety will often begin 
showing signs of distress when you pick up your keys or why a young 
dog gets so excited when you put your coat on. 
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This can be unhelpful for our reactive 
rascals because they can begin to predict 
an event or fearful experience that takes 
them over their threshold level. 

Avoid being predictable by: 

• Where your dog is walked and fed
• When your dog is walked and fed
• Who your dog is walked and fed by 
• How long your dog’s walks are

By doing this your dog doesn’t become 
reliant on things happening at certain times 
and things become novel experiences. 

Remember to make changes gradually. 
Changing too many things at once can be 
overwhelming and may have the opposite 
effect.
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Record Keeping 
Keeping a diary of your successes and struggles is 
a great way to track progress, set future goals and 
identify any behaviour patterns (whether good or 
bad). 

Keeping a diary of your successes and 
struggles is a great way to track progress, 
set future goals and identify any behaviour 
patterns (whether good or bad). 

Similarly to videoing your sessions it can 
also be helpful should you decide to get 
professional support in the future as this 
will be invaluable to them building up 
a case history of your reactive rascal so 
that they can begin to understand their 
behaviour and devise a plan specific to 
their individual needs. 

Managing 
Other 
Owners
This is probably one of the biggest struggles for 
all reactive rascals owners. We can plan our 
routes, practice our tools and do everything in 
our power to set our dogs up for success but the 
one thing we can’t change is other owners. 

Sadly some owners just are not aware of how 
challenging others find their off lead dogs 
(especially if they can not or do not recall them!). 

Practice your tools and do what you can in that 
instance. Explain to the owner that your dog needs 
space and politely ask them to recall their dog. 
Often it can be frustrating at that moment so it can 
be helpful to consider what you might do in these 
situations before they occur. 
Consider how you might react in the following 
situations (if relevant) 
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With all the recommendations within this 
course do not feel that it is all or nothing. 
The more regular and detailed your 
diary is the better but if you find yourself 
forgetting to record in it daily that’s okay. 
Just make sure the big stuff is recorded. 

REMEMBER we’re striving for 
progress not perfection. 

If an off lead dog runs up to my on lead dog I would...

If another owner insists on approaching my fearful dog...

If another owners asks if my dog is ‘friendly’ I would say...

If my dog is interacting with another dog, but I want to keep the sessions short 
and positive I would...

If all else fails I would...
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We build confidence through 
enrichment and games

We believe dog 

training should be 
fun, kind and...

Progress

Effective

We strive for

not perfection 

24/7We know that dog training is... 
& we never stop Learning 

We inspire 
creativity and 
embrace...

Untrainable
We do not 
believe that 
any dog is...

We are
responsible
dog owners

We are a team that build relationships

We are on 

a journey of... 

Discovery

We are Dog Trainers

Impossibility

We see 
opportunity, not...

 Curiosity

Dog Training College

We believe dogs teach us 
as much as we teach them


