
 

Introducing Dogs and Children    

It’s important to teach children that dogs are living, feeling beings, not toys. Before you 
bring a new dog home, set ground rules about how the dog should be treated and reward 
kids for following them. Here are some helpful tips for kids and family:   

• Do not bother the dog while they are sleeping. Dogs may be cranky or startled if 
awoken.    

• Leave the dog alone when eating or chewing on a treat or toy. If they 
get something they are not supposed to have kids should get an adult to help.  

• Be gentle. Children should learn to not climb on, ride, or pull ears, tail, or other 
body parts.  

• Belly rubs not hugs. Dogs don’t hug each other like people do and might feel scared 
or trapped. Teach gentle pets or belly rubs instead.   

• Build positive associations. It’s common for dogs to be apprehensive around 
children. While adult humans generally behave predictably, kids can be erratic. You 
can help make your dog more comfortable by building positive associations with 
children. Reward with treats, toys, or games while children are around. If kids 
want to pet, have the dog sit and while you give treats so they learn to associate a 
child’s attention with something positive – bonus they learn to keep focus on you. If 
your kids are young, you may want to practice handling exercises to help your 
dog learn to tolerate the occasional pull, poke, or squeeze.    

• Train your dog to behave appropriately around children. Start with basic 
manners, like sitting instead of jumping up on people. The best way to teach your 
dog not to do something is to give another action to perform instead. If they start 
chasing the kids it’s helpful to have a cue (“leave it” or “place”) you can use to 
direct them to leave the kids alone.   

• Keep play appropriate. Many bites are accidental or due to overstimulation during 
play. Games that encourage mouthing behavior, like tug-of-war or keep away, are 
strict no-nos. Stick to child-safe games and activities, like walks (if the child is too 
small to safely handle the dog on their own, they can “help” you walk by holding a 



second leash while you hold the primary leash), fetch (have two toys for easy trade-
offs), or hide-and-seek (hide with a treat and the dog gets the treat when they find).   

• Teaching your dog the “drop it” cue and teach kids to never try to take an object 
out of a dog’s mouth by force.   

• While it’s normal for some dogs to growl during play, teach your kids to stop play and 
move away if the dog growls. It’s safer for your child to always respect a dog’s growl 
(and gently discourage your dog from growling when they don’t mean it) than to 
assume a growl is harmless when it isn’t.  

• Keep interactions supervised. Even if the dog has been gentle so far, it’s important 
not to take that behavior for granted. Continue to reward for appropriate 
behavior around kids, and make sure the kids aren’t accidentally teaching bad 
habits by rewarding poor behavior (such as giving in to begging for food or dropping 
treats when he jumps on them). Always keep an eye on the dog’s body language and 
look for signs of discomfort or overstimulation. If too riled up to continue to play 
safely (mouthing at the kids or jumping up and knocking them down) or if showing 
signs of stress – tucked tail, laid back ears, stiff posture, raised hackles, lip-licking 
or drooling, or a sideways stare with visible whites in his eyes – remove to a kid-free 
zone (such as crate or a baby-gated room with a toy or chew to keep busy) until your 
dog calms back down. These areas should be considered “off-limits” to 
the kids and the dog should be able to freely access them any time. Teach kids to 
not bother the dog while in their quiet place. Always respect a dog’s signals and 
never punish for growling or showing visible discomfort. These are the dog’s way of 
warning that they are reaching a limit, possibly before biting. 
Punishment can create a dog that does not give warnings before a bite occurs.  

 
 


