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Selecting puppy walkers

The nature of the home in which a puppy is raised is obviously crucial to its development, and certain criteria are therefore used in selecting puppy-walkers:

· Volunteers must have a permanent address and live within a reasonable distance of a training centre (for ease of supervision). An urban or suburban location is important so that the pups grow up in the kind of environment in which they will later have to work.

· They must not work full-time. A part-time job with a maximum of three hours away from home is acceptable and allows the pups to become accustomed to being left on their own.

· Access to children and transport is essential.

· Other pets in the home are welcome, but there should not be more than two other dogs.

· Puppy-walkers must be adults.

Prospective puppy walkers are interviewed in their own homes. This allows us to look at the suitability of the home and to assess the volunteer. Are they house-proud? Or keen gardeners? Will a boisterous and unruly puppy fit into their daily routine? what motivates them to have a puppy? The behaviour of children and pets in the family will be noted. we also want to know whether the whole family are in agreement about having a puppy. The garden will be checked to make sure it is fenced and escape-proof.

The interview also gives us the opportunity to explain the puppy-walking programme: the breeds used, the age at which the pups are placed in homes, how long they stay on average, and some of the positive and negative aspects of puppy-walking. We tell the volunteers what we hope they will achieve with the puppy during the time they have it, and the availability of advice and support from the puppy-walking supervisor and staff at the training centre. We also deal with vaccination and worming policies, the feeding allowance that is available and choosing a veterinary surgeon (whose fees will be paid by the Association) who will look after the puppy's health.

In the nest

Most of our brood bitches whelp in the homes where they live as family pets. From birth, whether this occurs at home or in kennels, the puppies are regularly handled, talked to and, as they become more active, played with. If they are reared in kennels, however, they will not be exposed to as many household noises as home-reared pups and to compensate for this as far as possible, radios are played and a normal level of noise is created.

All puppies are encouraged to respond to commands related to house-training and recall, and they are allowed to explore the whelping block or, if they are at home, parts of the house and garden. We have no statistical evidence that points to differences between home-reared and kennel-reared puppies, but experience suggests that those reared at home are slightly more advanced with house training and home socialisation. With kennel-reared stock, it appears that puppies' boldness and adaptability depends mainly on their individual temperaments - provided a generous amount of time has been spent with them by kennel staff during the formative weeks.

The puppy walker takes over

Puppies are delivered to the families with whom they will grow up when they are 6 weeks of age, after a primary vaccination. At this age most puppies adapt very quickly with the minimum of stress. We try to give puppy-walkers a puppy that, as far as possible, is suited to the family's circumstances and lifestyle. For example, as some golden retrievers are inclined to be car-sick, and we therefore want them to be conditioned to car travel, we would not place them with a family in which a vehicle was used only occasionally.

Puppies are visited in their homes once a month, or more frequently if problems arise. During the visits the supervisor discusses progress in diet, house-training and general behaviour, response to voice (either in play or in formal obedience sessions), general socialisation and leash training. The supervisor also takes the puppy out for a walk in an environment appropnate to its age and progress, to assess its soundness, responsiveness and sensitivity levels. Periodically, the puppy-walker accompanies the supervisor on the walk, which provides an opportunity to discuss any handling problems 'on the job'. It also allows the puppy-walker to get a better picture of the puppy's progress and to be given targets to aim for by the time of the supervisor's next visit. Even the most experienced puppy-walkers need and appreciate the support that comes from regular visits by the supervisors.

Critical periods

The First Few Davs

Arriving in a new home is a stressful experience, and the pup will need love and reassurance. But it must not be mollycoddled. Firm, consistent and sympathetic handling will give confidence to the puppy and ensure that it settles in quickly. Simple obedience responses, such as sit, come and go to bed, should be encouraged from an early age when they occur naturally, and should not be restricted to set exercises. Once the puppy has become adjusted to its new environment - usually within a week - early conditioning and socialisation begin. Leash training can be started and the puppy taken on short walks in the local area.

Three to Five Months

With the vaccination programme almost completed (the Parvo booster comes at 18 weeks) the puppy's horizons and field of activity are increased to include much busier conditions away from its local and familiar area. At this impressionable age it is important not to overdo the number of activities and thereby cause the puppy undue worry. During this period, some puppies have teething problems which affect their temperament. They may become grouchy and bad tempered when they do not normally behave in that way. Chewing may increase, so plenty of toys should be provided. A good foundation of obedience should now be firmly established. Recall response to voice and whistle should also be good, because free-running in local parks can now begin.

Six to Nine Months

During these months socialising continues and puppies should become conditioned to a growing number of situations. Sometimes, bold, outgoing puppies may challenge their puppy-walkers for the alpha position. If this happens, the puppy must be firmly put in its place and obedience reinforced. When oestrus is imminent, females may show temperamental changes. They may become more sensitive and show suspicion in situations where usually they are sound and relaxed. They may revert to puppy habits, such as being destructive or dirty in the house. As a rule, the bitch will revert to normal behaviour once the season begins. Male puppies will be neutered when they are between 7 and 10 months old, depending on maturity, sensitivity and dominance levels. A good guide is when the puppy starts lifting its leg and showing male dominance traits. Females are neutered shortly after moving to a training centre to begin their formal training. They will normally have experienced a season before spaying is carried out to ensure that they are fully mature.

Boarding Kennel Breaks

Experience has shown that for some dogs, particularly german shepherds or other sensitive animals, a stay in training centre kennels can be stressful. Because of this we try to bring all our puppies into the kennels at some stage during puppy-walking so that they have the chance to get used to the experience while they are young enough to adjust more easily to the conditions. Any puppy that does not settle in within a couple of days will need to visit the kennels again. It's important that puppies should he brought up to feel completely at ease with children. Kennel staff make sure the puppy is able to mix with compatible companions, and they spend time with it until it has found its feet. The breeds we use are usually very adaptable, and any initial stress quickly goes once the puppies recognise that food and attention are not lacking.

Training

We do not expect a highly-trained dog at the end of its puppy-walking. Most puppy-walkers are amateur dog handlers, leading busy lives and juggling with family and other commitments. Training cannot always be consistent as it would be with a professional dog handler. What we hope to find when the young adult moves from the puppy-walker's home to one of our training centres is a dog that is 

· sound, willing and responsive

· used to car, bus and train travel

· relaxed and well-behaved in social conditions from a children's party to a church service 

· obedient

· able to walk correctly on the lead with minimum control for distractions.

Reasons for early rejection

Rejections during puppy-walking may be for reasons of health or temperament. If health is the reason, rejection would be recommended by a training centre vet or a specialist in the condition that was causing concern. Problems of temperament, such as lack of concentration, traffic suspicion, sound shyness or aggression, would have to be persistent, with no apparent improvement occurring, before a puppy was rejected. Some problems of this kind are dealt with by taking the puppy into a training centre for a time to receive more professional handling.

Leaving home

The age at which we move puppies from the homes in which they have been reared to a training centre depends on the maturity rate of each breed. Labrador bitches are moved at 10 months old, whereas the retriever families, or crosses of these, and labrador males come in at 12 months. German shepherds are not ready for the move until they are 14 months old. There is some flexibility in the programme, and sometimes a dog will be transferred earlier or later if it is thought that it will be beneficial.

Obedience classes and seminars

Most of our training centres run weekly puppy obedience classes, either throughout the year or during the summer months only. All the centres hold annual puppy-walking seminars at which specialist guest speakers give talks on health and training problems. Contributions are also made by training staff so that puppy-walkers get a broad view of how a training centre works.

There is an annual open day for puppy-walkers at each centre, which gives them a chance to see the place and meet staff. They can also talk to brood bitch and stud dog holders about their puppies, and perhaps meet the owners of guide dogs which they previously walked. Competitions are run for the Best Condition Puppy, Child Handling and Best Fancy Dress. It is essentially a social occasion and some puppies exploit the situation ruthlessly to get away with blue murder!

Conclusion

Puppies differ so much in temperament with varying degrees of boldness, initiative and independence - that there is no common pattern in their development. For some, growing up is an easy, trouble-free time; for others, it is one long crisis. In the end, however, most come through the experience successfully and the only scars to be seen are left on the puppy-walkers and their homes!

