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Probably the most difficult time in a pet’s life is when the baby becomes
mobile. Children are naturally curious and want to explore everything in
their environment. They don’t understand that their exploration may be
disturbing, even painful, to a pet. Often there are problems with mis-
communication. When a dog teaches its own puppies to behave around
adults, they may growl or snap to put the puppy in its place. Bur what is
normal, harmless behaviour when directed to one of its own kind, can be
frightening or dangerous when directed to a human child. So you need to
teach both the child and the pet to respect each other.

Toddlers & Pets

Janice Willard DVM

( and mother of two)

When teaching a child how to touch an animal, it is important to use
positive language. If you tell a young child “don’t hit the dog” they may
not listen to or understand “don’t” and may think that you said was to “hit
the dog”. Or you can tell a child to “be nice” but they won’t understand
how to do that. It is better to tell the child what you want them to do,
instead of what you don’t want them to do.

When they are petting a dog or cat, tell them “open hand” so that they will
touch the animal with the palm of their hand not a fist or by grabbing the
fur. Other good phrases to use are “gentle touches” and “pulling tails (or
hair) can hurt doggy.” Toddlers have a tendency to pick up a cat and
squeeze it like a cuddly toy. As the cat tries to get away, it may scratch the
child’s face.

Always have an adult present when pets and toddlers are together and pay
close attention to the body language of the pet. If it is uncomfortable or
wants to get away from the toddler, it should always be allowed to go.
Never let a toddler corner a pet. To force a pet to interact with a child
when it doesn’t want to is just asking for trouble and will ultimately cause
the pet to fear the child. Children are unpredictable and have abrupt
movements and sudden noises which take getting used to. Give your pet
time to adjust.

Sometimes a good approach is to keep the pet and child seperated, but in
sight of each other. A child gate seperating the child’s area from the dog’s
area can be helpful. Toddler toys are interesting to a dog and visa versa. It
is best to teach them to play with their own toys and leave each other’s
alone.

Never let a toddler approach a sleeping
dog. Some very gentle dogs will
react violently if startled awake by a
child. And never allow a child near
a dog which is eating.

With careful communication and
attention from adults, pets and ,
children can safely co-exist and teach
each other valuble lessons about
tolerance.
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