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Why Crate-Train?

Many people dislike the thought of putting an animal, especially a beloved family pet, in a “cage.” After all, most dog owners feel very close to their pets and think of them as friends. Since no one would dream of placing a best friend, child, or baby in a crate, it may seem cruel to use a crate to confine a dog. However, if dogs are crate trained properly and with a positive attitude, they accept and even enjoy their sequestered time. The crate is designed as much for the dog’s well-being as it is for the owner’s convenience and peace of mind. For example, a crate keeps a puppy away from the chemicals under the kitchen sink, gives him a quiet place to rest when he doesn’t feel well, and keeps him secure during car trips.
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A properly crate-trained dog will think of the crate as “her” space,
and she may often hang out there when she has the opportunity.

Crate training works because dogs desire a snug resting place that affords security and privacy while they sleep. Like their wild ancestors, dogs need a safe “den” to call their own. Although we like to think of our dogs as almost human, each and every one of them has the basic instincts of a wolf. It is important for us to understand our dogs’ instincts so that we can help them to feel safe, secure, and happy in our homes. Crate training is an integral part of welcoming dogs into our lives and building a bond of canine–human trust.


The Benefits of Crate Training

There are many reasons to include crate training as part of your puppy’s continuing educational program. Using a crate helps to:

[image: image] Housebreak a puppy

[image: image] Deter destructive habits

[image: image] Give your puppy his own space

[image: image] Keep the puppy out of trouble

[image: image] Make traveling safe

[image: image] Confine a sick pet

[image: image] Give a puppy “time out”


Puppies versus Dogs

In this bulletin I will refer to your pet as a puppy because that is the age at which a dog’s crate training usually begins. In most instances, the instructions also apply to an older dog. Older dogs are usually easier to crate-train than puppies, however; see page 22 for details.



Housebreaking

A puppy has a natural instinct to not soil her “nest.” If you plan to have your puppy live in the house with you, you can use this instinct to your advantage for housebreaking. A small room, such as a bathroom or laundry room, is still too large to take advantage of a puppy’s “clean nest” instinct. A puppy locked in the bathroom is apt to relieve herself at one end of the room and sleep at the other end. But if the puppy is confined to a properly fitted crate, she is likely to “hold it” until she is taken outdoors. (The length of time a puppy should be in a crate is dependent on several factors. See page 19 for more information.)

Travel Safety

When you take your puppy with you in the car, a crate is a safe method of confining her, since she could interfere with your driving. The crate also allows you to open the windows for ventilation without your puppy jumping out or interfering with passersby if you need to leave the parked car for a moment. (Be sure to park in the shade, of course.)

If you need to leave the puppy at the veterinarian’s office, a boarding kennel, or a friend’s house, her own crate will help to alleviate anxiety she may feel when separated from you and her home. She will have her own portable “room”—her place of security.

If you take your puppy on a vacation, you will find that many motels and hotels permit crate-trained puppies, since they cannot damage the room if they are confined.
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Many families have fenced-in enclosures in the rear of their car for their dog. A crate serves the same purpose, but it’s also portable and offers a safe, familiar, comforting environment for the dog.

Deterring Destructive Habits

For the safety of the animal and your possessions, a puppy should never be allowed to roam free in the house until he is properly trained. Your puppy could encounter dangerous items such as household chemicals, electrical cords, fans, toxic plants, medicines, and more. He may make confetti from the Sunday comics or turn your favorite sneakers or the leg of your antique chair into a chewing toy.

These bad chewing, digging, and tearing habits are difficult to correct once they have started. The best approach to preventing these unwanted behaviors is to confine the puppy with a few toys when you’re away from home and to teach him which items are “legal” when you are home and the dog is free.

Giving Your Puppy Some Privacy

A puppy will easily and happily learn that the crate belongs to her. It is her private place where she can go when she feels tired or grumpy. She can take her favorite toy or chew item there without the family cat or another dog interfering. The crate is also a place of security for the new puppy, giving her a sanctuary when you have unruly children or a friend’s incompatible pet visiting. In situations like these, the puppy may go to the crate on her own. You may want to give her a treat in the crate so that she can enjoy herself without being bothered by the visitor. If the crate is wire, you can put a blanket over the top during the visit to ensure privacy; if visiting children seem likely to poke about the puppy’s crate, simply tell them that your puppy is taking a nap and shouldn’t be bothered.

Flexibility of Location

If you don’t want dog hair on your bed and doggie snores next to your ear, a crate in the bedroom will allow your puppy to bond with you, the pack leader, in your bedroom without actually being on your bed. This arrangement will help give him the much needed security of sleeping “with the pack” without invading your personal sleeping space.

In the crate, he also can be safely in the kitchen while you chop food for dinner and in the garage as you change the antifreeze in your car. (Antifreeze kills dogs!) Your puppy will still need training for proper house manners and family etiquette, but using a crate may help you maintain a sense of loving companionship with a persistent and/or sneaky dog while he learns acceptable behavior.

A Safe Place for Convalescence

A crate is a blessing if your puppy ever needs to be confined because of illness or injury. It can be a private, familiar, safe place where your puppy can recuperate, where other pets and even children cannot interfere with convalescence.

Time-Out Area

A puppy is often overly rambunctious. If a play session or a long walk doesn’t calm him down, you may choose to redirect his energy by giving him a toy and settling him into his crate.

However, never let the dog think he is being punished or banished when he is put in the crate. Usher him into the crate with friendly and encouraging words and offer him one or two of his favorite toys.


A Gallery of Crates

Crates, also called kennels, come in a wide variety of sizes and are made from various materials. The type you choose will depend on the size, age, and breed of the puppy; your budget; and whether you plan to travel (by car or air) with your pet.


What Crate Training Is Not

Crate training should not be used for long-term confinement. Properly trained, healthy adult dogs can usually remain in the crate for a maximum of 9 hours. Don’t leave your dog in the crate any longer than this. In addition, don’t use the crate as punishment.

If you use the crate for long-term confinement or as punishment, your dog may develop myriad anxiety-related behaviors that will be unhealthy for the dog, irritating to you, and frustrating for you both.



Measurements vary from one manufacturer to the next, from crates small enough for a tiny Chihuahua to those large enough to accommodate a Great Dane. Some crates are plain, and some are very fancy. There are even crates that look like little doghouses with wire mesh walls. Whatever the style, it’s important to look for quality construction and materials. All crates deteriorate somewhat, depending on use, but they may last for 10 years or more with proper maintenance. (See “Maintaining Your Crate” on page 15.)

Crates for Air Travel

Crates made specifically for air travel are manufactured by several companies, and they come in various qualities, from economy to deluxe. Differences lie in color, materials, and types of doors, vents, and closures. The cost ranges from about $20 to more than $200.

Each crate is made of two pieces (top and bottom) of rigid plastic material and a mesh door on the front. The top and bottom portions are connected with fasteners. The ventilation openings on each side of the top half may be covered by metal grates or punched out of the plastic itself. One brand also has vent openings on the back of the crate. The mesh door is made of chrome, plastic-coated metal, or plastic. Some of the smaller crates may have a handle on the top for carrying.
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Crates designed for air travel are usually made of sturdy plastic with a grille on the front and vents on both sides. Because they offer so much privacy from the outside world, they make secure and safe dens for traveling dogs or dogs that are usually nervous or excitable.

A crate designed for air travel is easily washed and sanitized, gives the maximum amount of privacy, and is fairly lightweight. It affords less cross ventilation than a wire crate, however, so you should carefully consider its placement in your home. It is not the best choice for breeds with heavy coats or short muzzles, because heat retention is greater in this type of crate than in a wire crate.

The floor of some air travel–type kennels is not perfectly flat and may have raised and/or indented portions. Try to choose a crate with a perfectly flat floor. If you are unable to find one, cut a piece of plywood to fit under the mat to make the floor more comfortable for your pet.

Rigid-Wire Crates

Rigid-wire crates come in styles that are chrome plated, galvanized, painted, or covered with a rubberlike coating. Most of these crates have a solid metal floor. In the past few years, questions about the safety of galvanized metal have arisen because some dogs have a propensity to lick the wire. These crates range in price from about $40 to $130.

A rigid-wire crate affords nearly 100 percent of its surface area for ventilation, but it provides less privacy for the dog than air travel–type crates. Some airlines accept wire crates for shipping dogs, but the open style does not afford the dog visual security. A dog that can see out of all four sides and the top may become easily frightened by movement and noises during airport loading and unloading.


Selecting a Puppy Pen

Puppy pens are similar to a rigid-wire crate. They are usually square with a wire top, a raised floor, and a pan that may be removed in case the puppy has an accident. These pens afford too much room to be effective for housebreaking, but owners who must be away from home during training may find pens helpful. They cost about $200.



Collapsible Wire Crates

Collapsible wire crates are similar in size and materials to rigid-wire crates, but they can be folded up into a flat, suitcaselike package that is only about 6 to 8 inches thick. A collapsible wire crate may be folded when not in use and stored under a bed or in a closet. These crates usually cost between $90 and $175.

Soft Crates

Once your dog is reliably crate trained — and not destructive in his crate — you might wish to change over to a soft style. Soft crates are constructed of a nylon or polyester mesh material and fiberglass rods. The crates have a flat bottom and rounded top. They are very lightweight (a large one is only about 6 pounds) and collapse into a suitcaselike package that is about 6 inches thick. Some come with carrying cases and shoulder straps so you can easily walk your dog on a leash with one hand and carry the crate with the other. Soft crates cost up to $150.
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In contrast to air travel–type crates, wire crates leave the dog completely exposed to the outside world. These work well in the home, where the dog will enjoy seeing what’s happening in the house. They can be covered with a blanket for times when the dog would enjoy some privacy.

Soft crates also come in tentlike styles. Cleverly called “pup tents,” they are constructed of reinforced fabric and fiberglass rods. The setup is similar to that for a regular tent. Pup tents come in sizes up to 33 × 33 × 33 inches. The midsize tent rolls up into a 4-inch-diameter pouch and weighs about 2 pounds.


Soft-Crate Caution

Soft kennels and tents are not recommended for dogs or puppies in training and should never be used for a dog that tends to dig, chew, or tear.



Soft crates are not accepted by airlines for pets that will be in the cargo section. However, many airlines will permit a soft crate in the passenger cabin so long as it fits under the seat in front of the passenger and the crate size is appropriate for the pet.
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Soft crates are lightweight and easy to transport. They are suitable for dogs that are already crate-trained.

Fold-up Aluminum Crate

The fold-up aluminum crate is made of thick, vertical aluminum bars and folds to a thickness of about 10 inches. It is wheeled on the bottom and has a solid top that can double as a grooming table. This type of crate is more expensive than an air travel–type kennel or rigid-wire crate — the prices are often two to four times higher than the cost of a regular collapsible crate of the same size. But if you’re interested in showing your dog, or if for any other reason you want him both crated and portable, these fold-up aluminum crates are excellent.


Which Crate Is Right for Your Dog?

A combination of factors will determine the proper type of crate for your dog. Of course price will affect your decision — shop around at various outlets before choosing a crate — but you must also take into consideration your dog’s breed, age, size, and temperament. Dog crates are available at discount department stores and pet supply shops, from on-line resources, and by mail order.
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Folding aluminum crates have wheels and double as a grooming table. They are good crates for show dogs.

The three most important considerations in choosing a crate are:

[image: image] Size

[image: image] Ventilation

[image: image] Flooring

The Right Size

For a puppy or dog that is not yet house trained, the crate should be just large enough for the dog to stand up, turn around, and lie down comfortably. If it is much larger, your pet may relieve himself at one end of the crate and lie down at the other. For dogs that are reliably house trained, a moderately larger crate may be used. If you happen to find a bargain crate that is too large for your untrained dog, you may be able to partition off a section of it and make it work. For example, if you plan on buying a size 500 crate for a 10-pound pup that will weigh 100 pounds at maturity, you will have to partition the crate until he is reliable about not soiling it. You can use a cardboard box, a rigid-wire panel, or strips of wood to create a barrier.


Take Your Dog Shopping

Some pet department stores encourage owners to bring their pets with them when shopping for a crate and other accessories. Having your dog “try out” equipment before you buy will help you to make decisions you’ll both be happy with.



Average recommended sizes of air travel–type crates are as follows. (Wire crates follow this sizing system closely. All other types of crates are usually labeled “small,” “medium,” and so on, but standards vary.)

Ventilation Requirements

Dogs that have short muzzles (e.g., boxer, pug, Pekingese) or heavy haircoats (e.g., chow chow, Saint Bernard, Alaskan malamute) as well as overweight dogs will do best in a wire crate, which provides maximum ventilation.


Sizing Up a Crate
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If you decide on a solid air travel–type crate but need more ventilation than it affords, choose a brand that has additional ventilation in the back panel or drill lots of holes in the sides, back, and top of the crate with a large drill bit. Warm air rises, so the majority of the holes should be in the upper half of the crate. Place the crate in an area that provides adequate ventilation on all sides.

Comfortable Flooring
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Dogs with heavy coats, like Saint Bernards, do best in the open ventilation of wire crates.

Your dog will spend the majority of her crate time resting, so she should be comfortable in a lying position during those periods. Dogs that rest often on a hard or uneven surface can develop calluses and sore spots on their elbows, hocks, and hips. Laying a blanket or some old clothing on the floor of the crate won’t help; these find their way to the back of the crate, get bunched up in piles, and give no padding to the dog’s vulnerable pressure points.

Instead of a blanket, give your dog a kennel mat. The mat should be washable in a normal washing machine. Mats filled with cedar shavings are not washable. Kennel mats range from $15 to $50, depending on the size and covering and fill materials. If your puppy is in the training period, consider buying two mats, so that you have an extra mat available should the puppy have an accident in the crate.
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To keep your dog comfortable and happy, lay a kennel mat across the bottom of the crate.


Buying a Used Crate

If you are really budget conscious, watch yard/garage sales and newspaper ads. You may find a used crate for a fraction of what you would pay for a new one. If you are lucky enough to find a used crate of the proper size for your dog, check out all the movable parts like hinges and latches, since these can be expensive to replace.

Used crates should be disassembled and thoroughly sanitized with a detergent and chlorine bleach solution (use 2 tablespoons of bleach per 1 quart of water). Don’t use cleaners that contain ammonia. Rinse the crate thoroughly to remove all traces of bleach, and let it dry in the sun for several days before you reassemble and use it.




Maintaining Your Crate

Proper maintenance of your crate will extend its usefulness. It is imperative that you keep the dog, her crate, and her bedding very clean to aid in house training, keep your dog healthy, and prolong the life of the crate itself.

[image: image] Check the crate and bedding often for fleas and ticks, and wash and sanitize them regularly. Some dogs are sensitive to some cleaning detergents, so be certain to rinse everything thoroughly.

[image: image] Do not put your dog in the crate when she is wet or dirty. Doing so will promote rust and growth of bacteria and necessitate sanitizing more often.

[image: image] Practice good parasite control by treating your dog with a program recommended by your veterinarian. There are wonderful products available that control parasites for a month or longer. (Never use more than one parasite control method at a time, unless recommended by your vet. The combination of some chemicals for flea/tick control can actually kill your dog.)

[image: image] Oil hinges and latches at least once a month with a nontoxic oil. Wipe off any excess residue so that the dog isn’t tempted to lick where you have applied the oil.

[image: image] Check all metal parts for chipping of chrome or coating and rub any damaged area with oil to prevent rusting.


Finding the Right Location for the Crate

A dog wants to be a part of the “pack.” He will be most comfortable, especially at first, within sight of his new family, so put the crate in the room that has the most family activity. At night, you can move the crate into your bedroom. In addition:

[image: image] Choose an area that has good ventilation. Be sure that there are no heat or air-conditioning vents too close to the crate — they can adversely affect the temperature inside.

[image: image] Do not place the crate near a window or in a location where sunlight may fall on the crate at any time of the day and raise the temperature inside.

[image: image] Make a “test run” with the crate before you put the dog inside: Place a thermometer inside the crate and check the temperature several times during a 24-hour period.
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Dogs enjoy being near the hub of family activity, so your dog’s crate should be located in the areas where you and other family members generally hang out. In the living room, for example, a crate can serve double duty as a safe haven for your dog and an end table.


Crate Training a Puppy

Puppies may begin crate training at 8 to 12 weeks of age. Their mom has been keeping their “nest” clean, so they are already accustomed to sleeping in an unsoiled bed. It may take a little more time and effort for you to crate-train a puppy than an older dog because puppies have less bladder control and need more frequent potty breaks.

Before you begin your puppy’s training, read through these dos and don’ts:

[image: image] Never put the puppy in the crate as punishment, no matter how upset you may be when he makes a mistake.

[image: image] Do not provide meals or water in the crate until your pet is reliably house trained.

[image: image] Crating immediately after eating is not recommended at any age. Without proper water consumption and ability to exercise, a dog may develop bloat, a swelling of the abdomen, which can be deadly.

[image: image] Do not restrict the quantity of water your dog drinks during the day, and, especially for puppies, remember to make time for frequent trips to the potty area.

[image: image] Learn your dog’s bladder-control limitations. Puppies do not achieve full bladder discipline until they are about 6 months of age. (For more on this topic, see page 20.)

[image: image] Never leave your crated dog unattended in any location (car, pickup bed, yard, or house) where the sun can shine on the crate, in any season. Crates in the sun turn into baking ovens. Dogs with heavy or dark-colored coats, short muzzles, or thin haircoats are extremely sensitive to warm temperatures.

[image: image] Remove the collar from your dog before you place him in the crate. A collar can catch on the door or other interior parts and choke the dog.

[image: image] Be certain that the toys and bedding you place in the crate are safe for your dog. Toys that are small enough to be swallowed or flimsy enough to be chewed into pieces are a choking hazard and may cause intestinal blockage.

[image: image] Teach children (whether family members or visitors) that the crate is off-limits to them at all times. The crate is the dog’s private place, whether or not he is in it.

[image: image] Do not allow other pets to enter the dog’s crate or harass the dog while he is inside it.

Step-by-Step Crate Training

Dogs aim to please; they derive sincere enjoyment from figuring out what you want them to do, doing it, and hearing your praise. To make crate training a fun experience for the puppy, you must maintain a positive and loving attitude. You want your pet to have positive feelings about her crate. Praise her when she performs; do not punish or yell at her when she makes a mistake or has an accident. Most important, never push, tug, or otherwise force the puppy into the crate.

1. About 30 minutes before mealtime, take your puppy outside for a potty break and an exercise session. A tired puppy will be more receptive to confinement than one who is full of energy. Place her new crate, with the door open, in a room that you yourself can relax in for a litle while. Be sure the crate is comfortable and inviting with a soft mat, toy, and chew item.

2. Decide on a cue word that will mean “Go in the crate,” such as crate or kennel. From this point forward, always use this word whenever you want the dog to get into the crate.

3. Since your puppy is getting hungry for dinner, introduce her to the crate by holding a small treat (like a tasty kibble) in front of her in front of the crate. Let her eat the kibble. Then take a second treat and slowly pass it by her nose so she smells it. Toss it just inside the crate, saying the cue word you have chosen. If the puppy is distracted and does not see where the treat has landed, retrieve it and try again.
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Use a treat to lure your puppy into the crate for the first time.

4. If the puppy goes all the way into the crate to retrieve the treat, shut and latch the door quietly behind her. Calmly praise her so she knows you are pleased with her actions. Try not to praise so exuberantly that she forgets what she is doing and tries to come to you for more praise and petting, however. Leave her in the crate for 1 to 2 minutes.

5. If the puppy whines, paws, or otherwise demonstrates that she wants to come out, stop the verbal praise immediately. Tell her “No” firmly. Never let a whining puppy out of the crate, because she must not associate the whining and pawing with praise or coming out of the crate. If the puppy is quiet, open the door and let her out after the 1- or 2-minute time limit is up. No matter how quiet the puppy is, do not exceed the beginning time limit.

6. Repeat steps 3, 4, and 5 several times. Use very small treats so that the puppy doesn’t get full. Each time you repeat the routine, give her a slightly longer time in the crate, working up to 5 to 8 minutes. Praise the dog when she is quiet. End each session by taking the puppy out to the potty area (see the potty-training instrucions on the following pages).

7. Most dogs are adequately crate trained after a couple of training sessions, but time will vary among individuals. Repeat this exercise as often as necessary until your dog responds readily to the “Go to your crate” command and stays quiet while in the crate.


Maximum Crating Time by Age

Trained dogs and puppies can usually remain in the crate without a potty break for the following lengths of time, according to age. Keep in mind that every dog is an individual and may differ from the average. Also remember that puppies under 6 months have weak bladder control.

[image: image]



Potty Training

Remember that puppies urinate and defecate frequently, so they must be taken outside many times a day, and always after eating or taking a nap. Don’t expect the puppy to hold his bladder contents all night. Adopting a puppy means that you will no longer have the luxury of sleeping late. If you have his crate next to your bed, you will hear him whine or shift around when he is uncomfortable, and you should take him out for a potty break. Although the training period makes for a rough sleeping schedule, it will pay off in the end with a well-trained dog. He will eventually be able to last all night, but until he is 6 months old, don’t count on it.

1. Choose a place for the potty area that an anxious puppy can reach quickly. After a meal or nap, or whenever the puppy gives you his signal, rush out to the potty area, even if you have to carry him, so there is no hesitation on the way. You don’t want him to stop and relieve himself before you get to the destination.

2. Once the puppy is in the potty area, give a verbal command, such as “Go potty” or “Do your business,” and quietly stand still. It is a good idea to have a collar and leash on the puppy so he does not wander away from the area you have chosen.

3. When the puppy starts to urinate or defecate, praise him, gently enough that you won’t distract him but loudly enough that he knows that you are very pleased with what he is doing. When he has finished, praise and pet the puppy with gusto to show him he did a very good thing. Give the puppy a treat and/or a short play session as a reward.

Learning Your Pet’s Schedule

Puppies and dogs vary in the amount of time they can go between potty breaks. Watch your dog for signs of discomfort and uneasiness. Dogs that consume excessive quantities of water or food will need more frequent breaks than those who eat and drink normal amounts. This is not to say that you should restrict food or water to help in house training. To do so would cause serious health problems and discomfort in your dog.

Dealing with an “Accident” in the Crate

Remember, dogs are naturally very clean animals, and they don’t like to soil their nest. An accident, therefore, is just that: an accident. In fact, it may even be your fault, not the dog’s. Sometimes an owner is distracted and does not follow the schedule or does not recognize the dog’s distress signal indicating a need to go out. Other times the owner is impatient during the potty time, encouraging the dog to hurry up and not allowing him to finish his business. You can teach the “hurry up” later, but for now you must be patient.

When you discover that your dog has had an accident in the crate, bring him to the potty area and give him a chance to redeem himself. In the meantime, thoroughly sanitize the crate so there is no scent of the elimination left. Use a disinfectant solution, but be sure that it does not contain ammonia, which reminds the dog of urine and could cause him to think of the crate as the new potty area. A chlorine bleach solution of 2 tablespoons of chlorine bleach per 1 quart of water works well. Rinse and dry the crate thoroughly to remove all traces of bleach, which could be toxic to your dog.

Feeding

It’s best not to give a puppy meals or water while he is in the crate. However, this does not mean that water should be withheld from the puppy for long periods of time. Remember that puppies are able to stay in a crate only for short lengths of time. (see the chart on page 19 for time-limit information). Whenever you release the puppy from the crate, offer him plenty of clean, fresh water.

An adult dog who will be in the crate for an extended period of time should be given water in the crate. Be sure that the water bowl is sturdy and has a wide, flat bottom so that the dog won’t accidentally tip it over and soak the interior of the crate. Generally speaking, you should not feed your dog regular meals in the crate, although you may give the dog a treat or two as an incentive to enter the crate. However, in multiple-dog households where dogs challenge each other over food, feeding each dog in its own crate can be a helpful way of ensuring peace and harmony during mealtime.


Crate Training an Older Dog

Older dogs often learn the crate-training lessons faster than puppies do, especially if you use the crate in conjunction with the dog’s meals.

1. Decide on a cue word that will mean “Go get in the crate,” such as crate or kennel. From this point forward, always use this word whenever you want the dog to get into the crate.

2. Place the crate in a location where it is convenient for the dog to explore it for several hours. Prop open the door so that it won’t accidentally bang closed if he enters the crate. Place one of your dog’s favorite toys or chew items in the crate to encourage him to venture inside.

3. When it’s time for your dog’s dinner, give him a potty break, then place the meal or a treat in the crate. Say the cue word that you have selected.

4. Praise the dog when he enters and quietly close the door once he is inside. Make this first crating session short — about 5 or 10 minutes longer than it takes the dog to finish the meal or treat. Praise the dog if he is quiet, but give a firm “No” if he whines, barks, or paws. Do not let the dog out of the crate until he has been quiet a minute or two, but do not exceed the initial time limit.

5. Gradually increase the length of time your dog spends in the crate over a period of days or weeks. If the dog ever throws a tantrum, rap on the top of the crate to distract him and make subsequent time periods in the crate shorter. (See the chart on page 19 to determine the maximum amount of time your dog may be confined. Do not exceed this time limit.)


Problem Behaviors in the Crate

Misbehaviors are usually caused by boredom, loneliness, or frustration. The most common misbehaviors dogs exhibit in the crate are whining, barking, and pawing. A dog making such a commotion is trying to get your attention. She may be acting out for a good reason — maybe she needs a potty break, has a foot caught, or is choking — so take a quick look in the crate before you dismiss the outburst as simple mischief.

However, if the dog is simply having an emotional outburst and you respond positively by petting her, trying to soothe her, or letting her out of the crate, she will be the winner — she will have trained you. If you deduce that the whining, barking, or pawing crated dog is simply misbehaving, voice your displeasure. Never go to her and speak in a soothing voice, because what the dog will hear is “Yes, I like the noise you’re making. It’s great. Keep it up.” Never pet your dog, give her a treat, or let her out of the crate when she exhibits undesirable behavior.

Whining

Whining is the dog’s vocal way to signal that she wants your attention. If your dog has had a potty break recently and does not have a bladder control problem, she is probably unhappy about being left alone. A dog that has slowly become adjusted to increasingly longer periods of confinement and has regular periods of play and exercise is not apt to become a problem whiner.

You must handle whining so that it does not become an ingrained, difficult-to-break habit. When your crated dog whines, give a verbal “No,” then ignore the dog. If the whining continues, follow up with another firm “No.” If the dog does not get the reaction she is seeking, she usually will stop whining. Always praise when the whining stops. In rare instances in which the dog does not stop whining, a thump on the top of the crate will distract her enough to stop. When she stops, praise her immediately.


When Puppies Whine

Dogs and puppies that are introduced to the crate for too-long time periods may begin to whine, so keep the increases gradual. Always give a whining puppy the benefit of the doubt — he may need a potty break.

Do not play with or pet the puppy when he whines. Take him directly to the potty area. Do not give him a chance to relieve himself in the crate! Allow ample time for the puppy to relieve himself, then exuberantly praise him if the mission is accomplished. You may wish to return the puppy to the crate at least for a few minutes after the potty break.



Barking

Barking is one of the ways in which dogs communicate with each other and with us. It is as natural for a dog to bark as it is for a cow to moo, a frog to croak, and a bird to sing. You shouldn’t expect your dog never to bark, but it is practical to expect your dog to keep his barking under control.

A dog that is penned up for extended periods of time in a place where he is apt to become bored or lonely may bark to communicate his frustration to his owners. If you are not home, no one can correct the behavior, so it may become a habit. If you are home and you try to comfort the dog when he barks, he quickly learns that when he barks, you soon arrive to give him your attention. A dog that is well exercised and spends the proper amount of quality time with his owners is unlikely to become a nuisance barker, in or out of the crate.

You can teach very noisy dogs — I like to call them career barkers — not to bark by giving them a reward for being quiet. When the dog is barking, give a verbal command of your choice to be quiet, such as “Hush.” When the dog stops, let him sniff a small treat. If he remains quiet after 5 to 10 seconds, let him have the treat. Repeat this several times, increasing the time period to several minutes. If he starts barking, give the “hush” command firmly and loudly.

It’s important to be consistent in your insistence that the dog keep his barking under control. If the dog is sometimes comforted, sometimes scolded, and sometimes ignored, he’s apt to become quite confused about whether you are pleased or displeased with his barking. Consistency, timing, and tone of voice are as important in teaching your dog not to bark as they are in any type of training. If you are displeased with your dog’s barking, you must be always displeased. When your dog barks, say “Hush” to him firmly the moment the barking begins, and praise or reward him only when he immediately quiets down. Whether his barking is a problem in the crate, in the house, outdoors, or at night, you must be consistent in dealing with it. Your dog’s greatest joy is in pleasing you and earning your praise. You have only to be clear in telling him what it is that you want.


Alleviating Boredom in the Crate

Bored dogs may chew on the crate, lick themselves to the point of creating sores, and develop other vices. An undesirable behavior may start before you observe it, so the key is to prevent boredom before it starts.

Your Dog’s Toy Box

Dogs appreciate toys to play with, especially if you introduced them to your pet when she was a puppy. Put some toys in the crate, as well as a chew item or two. Keep a toy box near the crate so you can rotate the items often to keep the dog interested. She can even pick out her favorite if you leave the box open. Of course, be sure that you don’t allow your dog to have any toys that are small enough to be swallowed.

A wealth of toys have been developed for those dogs that are especially inquisitive and intelligent. Various puzzle cubes and balls are fun for the dog to figure out. Some can be stuffed with treats and provide fun plus a tasty reward for your pet.

Chewable toys serve to pacify the dog’s gnawing needs and help to keep her gums stimulated and teeth clean. Chews also relieve boredom, stress, and anxiety. Hard chews are a good choice for an aggressive chewer, while the softer ones are more suitable for a young puppy or light-chewing adult. You can find rubber or nylon chews as well as natural, digestible items, such as hooves, ears, and other by-products of pork, beef, and lamb. Soaking them for a few minutes in hot water makes them even more tempting. You can also buy hard, digestible “bones” in a tremendous variety of flavors, including grape, banana, watermelon, peach, carrot, and mint. Experiment, since the flavor that sounds the best to the owner may not be the dog’s first choice.
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Keep a toy box near your dog’s crate, and let her choose a couple of toys to play with before she goes in the crate.

Music and TV

Put the radio on your dog’s favorite station. Yes, classical or country music stations are calming to a crated dog, and you can determine which he likes best by watching his reaction.


Chew on This

Never use one of your old shoes or other household objects as a plaything, or your new pair of tennis shoes may be your dog’s next choice. If your dog makes a mistake and picks up an item that is taboo, scold her (not too harshly the first time) and gently remove the item from her mouth. Replace the “toy” with one of your dog’s favorite chew items.



Some dogs actually watch TV and have interesting reactions to programs on which animals are featured. If your dog gets very excited when animals are on the TV screen, you may want to choose another channel or just play the radio.


Life Outside the Crate

Your dog’s life needs structure that includes a schedule of play, exercise, eating, rest, potty breaks, and sleeping. Some of these activities happen naturally, while others require consistent training. Figuring out a routine that works for you, your dog, and your family’s lifestyle is the key to the success of your partnership. Crate training and weaning your puppy away from the crate play an important role in this partnership.

Trusting Your Dog Indoors

Eventually you will want to begin to trust your dog outside of the crate when you are out of sight. Some dogs are trustworthy at a few months of age, while others can never be trusted alone in a house. These latter dogs usually have been given too much attention or freedom too soon without the owner present.

Before you habitually leave your uncrated dog alone, have practice sessions in which you pretend to leave him. Step out to the mailbox or sit in your car and wait a few minutes. The dog must not be aware that you are close by, or his behavior may be affected. When you return, before greeting the dog, check the house to see whether he has been reliable. (You don’t want to praise the dog and then find streams of toilet paper unrolled, several potty mistakes, or your mattress ripped to shreds.) Once you have found the house intact, quietly praise the dog. If your dog has been unruly, you can nip an undesirable behavior in the bud by catching it when it starts. If there is any breach of trust, you must go back to square one, which means the dog must be in the crate while you are gone.

When you return home from a “real” outing, quietly greet your dog or ignore him completely for a minute or two. As much as you want to hug your little friend immediately, remember that you don’t want him howling all day while you are gone or screaming for you to open his crate the moment he hears your key in the door. In addition, you don’t want him jumping on you when your arms are full of groceries or you need to make a quick trip to the bathroom upon your return.

A well-adjusted dog can be comfortable alone for reasonable periods of time. It helps to take the dog for an exercise session and potty break that ends 5 to 10 minutes before you leave and begins 5 to 10 minutes after you return. He will rest and play with his toys and chews while you are gone and be ready for an exercise session when you get home.


Hellos and Good-byes

Your interactions with your dog as you leave home and return will shape his lifelong behavior patterns. If you have elaborate goodbyes and greetings, your dog will most likely become anxious when you leave and full of anticipation before your arrival. Serious behavior problems like barking, whining, scratching, and destroying belongings can result.



The Need for Exercise

Play and exercise are the keys to a well-adjusted dog. A dog who has had a play period and lots of exercise is grateful for the time in the crate to rest up for the next fun session. A well-exercised dog is less apt to be frustrated and bored and will be happy to take a nap in her own special place.

A dog needs at least 20 to 30 minutes of vigorous activity every day for a sound, healthy mind and body. This can include a brisk walk or run during which she is allowed freedom to sniff and investigate bushes, trees, and other objects as you travel together. The sniffing, exploring, meandering dog is “reading” what has happened at particular sites. Instead of dragging her along the appointed walk route, let her take her time. Let her enjoy being a dog!

Other stimulating activities include a vigorous game of fetch and hide-and-seek using a variety of her favorite playthings.


Scratching and Digging

Dogs love to scratch and dig in the earth. It is part of their instinctual nesting behavior and one of the ways they prepare a cool resting spot during hot weather. You may or may not choose to allow digging behavior. If you have a yard, you can give your dog a digging spot in a shady, semiprivate area, preferably not right in front of your doorway.

One way to accommodate a dog that loves to dig is to construct a “sandbox” (with or without a bottom) out of 2 × 6 lumber. Purchase clean sand at a building supply outlet, pack it into the box, and wet it down with a hose for a delightfully cool sandbox. Bring some of your dogs favorite toys to the sandbox before introducing him to it. Praise him when he begins to dig and scratch around. From that point onward, whenever the dog digs in an off-limits area, scold him and bring him straightaway to the sandbox.

If you choose not to provide a digging area, the dog’s digging energy should be redirected with a game of fetch, a long walk, or other exercise. A well-exercised dog is less apt to choose digging as a pastime than one who is rarely active.




Alternatives to Crate Training

If you have a dog or puppy that is not destructive and does not dig, climb, or jump, you might wish to use one of the following methods as an alternative to crate training. These alternatives can be especially useful if you work away from home and will not be able to let the dog out when she needs to relieve herself.

Closet and Baby Gate

Sometimes a dog owner has very limited space in the home. In that case, a vacant closet with a baby gate in the doorway may be used instead of a crate. Keep any objects in the closet out of the dog’s reach.

Exercise Pen

Exercise pens, which are very much like portable fence enclosures with flexible joints, are an alternative to crating. They cost at minimum around $60. They come in various heights (from 24 to 48 inches) with eight to twelve connecting panels that are each about 24 inches wide. The pen is about 16 feet in length and can be shaped into a freestanding square, circle, triangle, or whatever shape you wish. An exercise pen has no top and is not a good choice for jumpers or climbers.

Set up the pen in a room that has normal family activity and a washable floor. Do not make the pen too large at first, because your dog may relieve himself at one side of the pen. Place newspapers in a small area of the pen in case the puppy needs to relieve himself and can’t wait to be taken to the potty area.

To protect the surface of the floor, you may wish to cut a piece of plywood and vinyl flooring at least 1 foot beyond all sides of the area of the exercise pen. (Vinyl flooring remnants are often available from carpet installers and building supply stores.) Place a plastic dropcloth on the floor, then the plywood, then the vinyl flooring, and then the exercise pen.

If your dog is very rambunctious and jumps against the sides of the pen, you may need to place cement blocks outside the pen at each corner for stability.

Leave a cozy bed, whether a commercial cushion or a pile of your old T-shirts, for the dog in the pen. You can also put a crate with a crate mat in the pen, but remove the door first to eliminate accidental closing. Toss into the pen one or two chew items and toys, and rotate them daily to prevent boredom.

Doggie Door

A doggie door used in conjunction with an exercise pen allows a dog freedom to take potty breaks or go outside — into an enclosed area of the yard, of course — as he feels the need. If you don’t already have a doggie door, you can purchase a kit at most pet supply stores. They range in price from $40 to $80. Follow the directions above for setting up the pen, but put two sides of the pen about 1 foot away from each side of the doggie door, on the inside of the house. Affix the two ends to the wall or furniture to keep them from moving.
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An exercise pen can be a good crate alternative for dogs that aren’t masters of climbing and jumping.

This system does have disadvantages. Some dogs will not go outside when it is raining; others love the rain and will come inside soggy and wet.

[image: image]

Using a doggie door in conjunction with an exercise pen gives your dog the freedom to go outside whenever he feels the need.
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