
BACK TO BASICS



• Review of body language

• Review of different body language you may see when working with dogs

• Review of FAS and Canine Ladder of Aggression

• Why it is important to read and listen to body language

• HSHV’s training and animal handling philosophy

• The importance of having fear free interactions with our animals

• Why HSHV utilizes positive reinforcement training

• What walking tools are used at HSHV

• Review of the different tools used at HSHV, including some common kennel signs

• Why different tools are assigned to different dogs

• How to appropriately use all of the tools we have at our disposal

Back to Basics – What will we be covering?
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•Dogs are highly social species and 
have adapted to communicate to 
each other with their body 
language

•Because they are so social, their 
behavior is heavily ritualized

•“Ritualized aggression” allows dogs 
to manage conflict while minimizing 
risk of injury

Behavior is communication

Dogs use their whole body to communicate
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•Eyes: are they closed, 
relaxed or wide? 

•Ears: Are they forward, high, 
pinned? 

•Mouth: Are they panting? Is 
their mouth tight or relaxed?

Look at that face

Dogs use their whole body to communicate
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• What is the relative height 
of their tail? 

• Is the tail moving at all?

• Are the tail wags stiff or 
relaxed?

• Remember – Tail wags do 
not always mean a dog is 
happy!

All about the tail

Dogs use their whole body to communicate
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• Is the dog leaning in a 
certain direction? 

•Are they tense or relaxed?

• Is their body crouched, 
neutral, upright?

•How are their paws 
positioned? 

Watch their posture

Dogs use their whole body to communicate
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•Dogs vocalize in many ways, 
commonly barking, growling or 
whining

•Like a tail wag, barking can mean 
lots of different things – listen to the 
pitch of the bark as well as the 
frequency 

•Like with everything, consider the 
whole picture and the rest of the 
body language

Vocalizations

Dogs use their whole body to communicate
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•Raised hackles are an indicator of arousal 
and do not inherently mean that 
aggression will follow

•Always look at the full picture! Check the 
rest of the body language

•Heightened arousal indicates stress, but 
stress is not always negative

Raised Hackles – is it aggression?

Dogs use their whole body to communicate
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• Arousal refers to the intensity 
of the animal’s emotional 
state

• Most often discussed in the 
context of heightened 
arousal

• Can occur with both positive 
and negative emotions

What is “Arousal”?

A note about arousal
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• Often will see “hackles” or 
piloerection

• Dilated pupils

• Increased respiratory rate or 
panting

• Physical agitation – jumping, 
pacing, humping, mouthing, 
“chompy” treat taking

How to identify Arousal

A note about arousal
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•Distance increasing, often 
based in fear or insecurity 
around resources

•Distance decreasing, most 
often seen in predatory 
interactions

Motivations

What is Aggression?



https://fearfreepets.com/
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•Fear free handling emphasizes reducing stress through 
adjustments to the environment, thoughtful handling, and 
positive reinforcement. 

What is fear free 
handling?

•Modern, ethical and science-based

•Alternative options (forced interactions) are likely to result in 
an increase in FAS and increase risk of bites.

Why do we use 
it? 

•Dogs in the shelter have severely reduced freedom and 
choice due to the inherent nature of the kennel environment

•Allowing choice in our interactions with the dogs helps to 
reduce stress and teaches them that people will listen when 
they are asking for space

Why are fear 
free interactions 

important for 
shelter dogs?

Fear Free Handling
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• The addition of a reinforcer delivered 
contingent on a behavior that 
increases the likelihood of that behavior 
occurring in the future. 

• Providing a primary reinforcer, such as 
food, when a dog does something that 
we like or want them to continue doing

• Reinforcers can also include toys, play 
or praise

What is R+?

Positive Reinforcement Training
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• Broadly considered the most ethical way to 
teach an animal

• Creates clear communication to the animal 
to tell them what behaviors we like to see, 
often through a mark and reward system

• Increases an animal’s behavioral repertoire 
so they can communicate with us in ways 
that are safe and functional

• Positive reinforcement enables us to build a 
healthy relationship and gain trust from the 
dogs we’re working with

Why do we use it?

Positive Reinforcement Training
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• An aversive is any stimulus that a dog 
finds unpleasant or uncomfortable

• In training, this can range from a loud 
noise, to spray bottles, to tools like a 
shock or prong collar

• The intention is to teach the dog that a 
behavior they are doing is unwanted 
and to reduce the likelihood of the dog 
doing that behavior

• The learner decides what is aversive

What are aversives?

Positive Reinforcement Training
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• Aversive training can create conflict in 
the relationship we have with an animal

• Dogs can learn through the application 
of an aversive stimulus, but there are 
ethical concerns about intentional 
discomfort caused in training

• Applying an aversive does not address 
the underlying motivation of the behavior

• Risks include suppressing warning signs for 
aggressive behaviors, increasing chance 
“unpredictable” aggression

Why don’t we use aversives?

Positive Reinforcement Training
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High value food (always the default and to be used 

first)
Toy Praise

Clicker
Verbal marker: 

•Use a high pitched and friendly “Yes!” or “Yip!” 

Positive Reinforcement Training
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Lick Mats

Metal Leash

Headcollars

Walking tools at HSHV

Martingale Collars

Fabric Leash

No-Pull Harnesses 
(Easy Walk and 

Freedom No-pull)
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•Used primarily to reduce 
possibility of 
escape/backing out of 
a collar

•Compatible with leash 
wrap

Martingale Collars

Walking Tools at HSHV
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• Standard leash used to walk 
most dogs – typically 6ft in 
length, but can vary

• Can be used to leash wrap 
dogs

• Safely held with “microphone 
hold” – avoid wrapping 
around wrist

Fabric Leash

Walking Tools at HSHV
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• Primarily use Easy Walk No-pull harness 

• Some dogs who may “live” in their 
harness might wear a Freedom No-
pull. Designed to be softer on skin and 
fur, especially around armpits

• No pull harnesses work by clipping to 
the front, creating more leverage for 
the handler and making pulling less 
functional

• Always clip the harness to the collar!

No-Pull Harnesses

Walking Tools at HSHV
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•Used for dogs who may be extra 
excitable during leashing

•Alternatives include putting food 
directly on wall or using a treat 
scatter on the ground

•Should be avoided with dogs who 
have a history of resource 
guarding (noted on kennel signs)

Lick Mats

Walking Tools at HSHV
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•Primarily used with dogs who 
might leash bite out of 
excitement or arousal

•Occasionally also used with dogs 
who have a history of chewing 
through their leash

•Goal is to eventually transition off 
of the metal leash through 
behavior modification 

Metal Leash

Walking Tools at HSHV
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• Rarely used at HSHV

• Dogs will typically be “Staff 
Only” 

• Requires extensive 
desensitization to be used 
appropriately and ethically

• Typically used with large, 
extremely strong dogs

Headcollars

Walking Tools at HSHV



Thank you for helping 

our dogs! 
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