
Unit one: Study skills 

This introductory unit underpins the programme, providing an opportunity for you to develop the 
skills required to complete a higher education course. 

The study skills unit provides an introduction to study and research skills, including the use of the 
library and electronic resources, developing effective study strategies, communicating effectively, 
working in groups and writing for academic purposes. The course includes a mixture of formal 
lecture sessions, practicals, computer based learning sessions and seminars. 

This unit aims to: 

• Provide a range of activities designed to develop your study skills, and introduce you to the 
support facilities available 

• Provide an introduction to using the library 
• Familiarise you with word processing and presentation software packages 
• Demonstrate how to interpret questions, plan, structure and write assignments and reports 
• Introduce you to learning online and using a computer for study. 

 

Unit two: Ethology, genetics and the development of behaviour 

An important focus of this unit is to examine common misconceptions about the behaviour of the 
domestic dog, and discuss the evidence that contradicts some of the wide-spread myths about 
social structures in domestic dogs. 

This unit provides an introduction to understanding canine behaviour. It will give you an insight into 
how the dog as a species has evolved, how they naturally form social groups and communicate with 
each other, and how this is relevant to modern domestic dogs. 

The importance of the developmental period on the behaviour of adult dogs is introduced and you 
are also given an introduction to genetic influences on behavioural ‘styles’, and how these interact 
with experiential factors. The unit also introduces you to the neural processes that mediate brain 
plasticity during the developmental period, in a simplistic manner, to give them an insight into how 
powerful this period is in determining behavioural responses in individuals. As well as looking back at 
factors that may contribute to the occurrence of undesirable behaviours in adults from their early 
experiences, this unit includes discussion on approaches to ensuring that puppies developing in re-
homing centre environments have the appropriate experiences for living in a human domestic 
setting as adults. 

The course includes a mixture of formal lecture sessions, seminars, and case discussions to relate 
underlying principles to the real life problems encountered by re-homing centre staff. 

Topics covered in this unit include: 

• The origin and domestication of the domestic dog 
• Social behaviour in dogs 



• What is 'dominance' and is it a useful construct? 
• Methods of communication in dogs 
• What can go wrong in the development of communication skills? 
• An introduction to genetics and genetic influences on behaviour 
• Assessing dogs as they come into the centre 
• Sensitive periods for development in dogs: why and when? 
• Learning what’s good: the effect of early environment on what motivates dogs 
• The effect of early experience on the development of anxiety 
• Early experiences and the development of undesirable behaviours 

 

Unit three: Understanding learning theory and its application to 
behaviour modification and training 

The objective for this unit is for you to be able to interpret how an individual dog’s previous 
experiences are likely to have influenced its current behaviour.  

Although learning is a complex subject, the material is presented in a practical, accessible style, so 
that staff can understand the relevance to their everyday work. 

Fearful behaviour in dogs is extremely common, and is huge welfare problem. Many dogs are given 
up to rescue centres or returned following re-homing because of fear problems. In addition, the 
development of fearful and anxious behaviour underlies the development of other undesirable 
behaviours, such as aggression and separation-related traits. This course aims to give you an 
understanding of fearful responses in dogs that will enable you to assist with the training and 
rehabilitation of dogs in the centre as well as explaining the dog’s behaviour to new owners, thereby 
reducing the likelihood that the dog will be returned. 

The second half of this week long course focuses on the various forms of fear, "phobia" and panic 
that are commonly seen in dogs, including 'noise phobias', fear of unfamiliar people, fear of novelty 
and agoraphobia.  

Topics covered in this unit include: 

• Habituation and sensitisation 
• Introducing associative learning 
• What happens in the brain when animals learn 
• Associative learning in the development desired and undesired behaviours 
• Training devices and techniques 
• Learning theory in behaviour modification 
• Changing the pattern of interaction with people in dogs with attention seeking or conflict 

behaviours 
• What are emotions and how do they develop 
• Development of fear and anxiety in dogs 
• Rehabilitation of fearful dogs 



Unit 4: Stress, welfare and the physiology of behaviour 

This unit introduces the physiology of behaviour, starting with basic principles and going on to 
discuss in more detail the influence of specific physiological changes on behaviour. The main aim 
of this unit is to highlight to staff members the importance of recognising other factors that have 
an influence on the initiation or development of undesirable behaviours.  

This includes normal physiological fluctuations that might influence behaviours, such as changes in 
sex hormones, but also the influence of medical conditions, such as pain.  

Examples of where medical changes can influence behavioural presentations are given for 
illustration, but the aim of the course is not to encourage you to attempt ‘diagnoses’ yourself: the 
emphasis is on the importance of liaising with veterinary surgeons in dealing with behaviour cases, 
and recognising where a behaviour may be influenced by other factors. 

The later part of this unit covers the development and presentation of abnormal patterns of 
behaviour, including 'compulsive' and 'stereotypic' behaviour. Through the use of lecture sessions, 
interactive case studies, and illustrative videos, you will learn to recognise compulsive behaviours 
and understand how such cases should be evaluated, and approaches to dealing with them. 

You will also evaluate the subjective state of dogs in the kennel environment, and offer insight into 
how interventions aimed at enhancing welfare is specific to individual dogs. The topic is introduced 
with a discussion as to the nature and definitions of 'stress' and ‘welfare’, including common 
misconceptions about these concepts. There is also some discussion as to the complexities of 
measuring the welfare state of an individual animal, with reference to methods used in welfare 
research.  

Topics covered in this unit include: 

• An introduction to physiology 
• Normal physiological changes that influence behaviour 
• Should we neuter? 
• Disease states that can cause behavioural changes 
• What is stress? 
• What is likely to cause anxiety in dogs entering a kennel environment? 
• The consequences of chronic or unpredictable stressors 
• What are compulsive behaviours? 
• Preventing the development of compulsive behaviours in kennelled dogs 
• Approaches to dealing with established compulsive behaviours 
• Measurement of welfare state 
• Improving quality of life for individuals: specific interventions for particular dogs 

 

 



Unit five: Case studies 

This final unit intergrates the information provided in Units two to four with examples of the types 
of cases commonly seen within re-homing centres.  

The second day of this course focuses specifically on dealing with dogs which show aggression: a 
behaviour which frequently result in relinquishment to re-homing centres. The course aims to give 
you a good understanding of how these types of behaviour develop in dogs, to give you some 
practical approaches to rehabilitating cases in the re-homing centre situation, and also help you in 
the process of advising and supporting the new owners of the dogs once they are re-homed. The 
third day focuses on recent developments in the understanding of the development, prediction and 
treatment of separation-related behaviour. On the fourth day other undesirable behaviours that are 
commonly cited as reasons for relinquishment will be examined, for example inappropriate toileting 
behaviour. The unit concludes with a series of case studies for delegates to work through to ensure 
that they have a comprehensive understanding of the development, prevention and treatment of 
behaviour problems relevant to their work in re-homing centres. 

The course includes a mixture of formal lecture sessions, seminars, and case discussions, through 
which participants will gain an insight into the causes and prevention of aggression towards people 
and separation-related behaviour in dogs. 

Topics covered in this unit include: 

• Bringing it all together: how do undesirable behaviours develop? 
• Dealing with the relinquishing owner: what to ask whilst you have the chance 
• What is aggression? 
• Factors influencing the development of aggressive behaviour 
• Risk assessment in homing potentially aggressive dogs 
• Rehabilitation of dogs showing aggression in a range of contexts 


