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Somewhere around month four, the dog you thought you knew starts running experiments on you. He knows “sit.” He’s known it for weeks. And today, in the hallway, with the neighbor’s kid walking by, he looks right at you and decides sitting is optional. This is not defiance in the way people mean when they say the word. It’s a nervous system going through the single biggest remodel it will ever go through, and your dog is currently living inside the construction site.

Nobody warns apartment owners about this part clearly enough. The puppy books cover the first twelve weeks in exhausting detail: bite inhibition, crate schedules, potty timing down to the half hour. Then they trail off right around the point where things get hard, as if raising a dog ends the moment housetraining does. Yet it doesn’t. It’s just beginning. The stretch between four months and roughly a year, sometimes longer in bigger breeds, is where most of the actual character of the adult dog gets built, and it’s also the stretch where most city and apartment dogs get returned to shelters, rehomed through a friend of a friend, or quietly given up on in place, the owner just stops trying and calls it “his personality.”

This book picks up where the puppy phase left off. If you read the earlier stages of this series, you built a system: a crate the dog trusts, a schedule his body understands, a set of house rules that don’t change depending on your mood. Good. Don’t throw any of that out. The mistake most people make in adolescence is assuming the system stopped working, when really the dog just got stronger, faster, more opinionated, and more easily bored, and the system needs to stretch to match him. A crate routine built for an eleven-week-old puppy with a bladder the size of a grape is not the same tool as a crate routine for a fifty-pound dog with adult teeth and four hours of pent-up energy. Same tool. Different weight class.

So what actually changes in adolescence? A few things, and they compound. Adult teeth come in, and with them a chewing drive that’s stronger and more targeted than the puppy nipping phase ever was. Hormones shift, in both intact and neutered dogs, though the timeline and intensity vary by breed and by individual. Fear periods can reappear, sometimes more than once, where a dog who walked past a mailbox a hundred times suddenly refuses to go near it. Independence grows, which sounds nice until you realize it means your dog is now capable of deciding your cues aren’t worth responding to when something more interesting is happening. And all of this lands at the exact moment when most owners’ patience and free time are lowest, because the cute factor has worn off and the dog now looks and moves like an adult, so people expect adult behavior from a brain that is nowhere near finished cooking.

That mismatch, expecting a teenager to act like a graduate, is the single biggest driver of rehoming in this age range. Shelters see it every year: a wave of dogs between six and eighteen months, plenty of them from apartments and small city homes, surrendered with notes like “too much energy” or “not what we expected” or, worse, nothing at all. Almost none of them are bad dogs. Most of them are dogs whose people didn’t know this phase was coming, panicked when the sweetness dropped away, and gave up right before things were about to get easier.

They were about to get easier. That’s the part worth sitting with. Adolescence has a shape. It’s not a flat plateau of chaos, it’s a curve, and if you know the curve, you can ride it instead of being thrown by it. This book is built around that curve, month by month where it matters and problem by problem where that’s more useful, because a teenage dog doesn’t hand you neat monthly milestones the way a puppy chart does. Some dogs hit the worst of it at five months. Others don’t peak until nine or ten. Bigger breeds often run later and longer than small ones. None of that means something is wrong with your dog or your training. It means dogs are individuals going through a biological process with a wide, normal range.

A word on what this book won’t do. It won’t diagnose. If your dog shows real aggression, resource guards to the point of injury, or has a level of anxiety that’s affecting his health or yours, that’s a conversation for a qualified trainer or a veterinary behaviorist, not a paragraph in a paperback. What this book will do is help you tell the difference between a dog who’s being a completely normal, occasionally infuriating teenager and a dog whose behavior has crossed into something that needs professional eyes. That distinction alone saves a lot of people a lot of unnecessary panic, and it saves some dogs a trip to the shelter they didn’t need to take.

The other thing this book won’t do is hand you a personality transplant. Adolescence doesn’t erase the dog you raised in the first few months. It stretches him. If you built trust in the crate, that trust is still there, buried under a lot of new hormones and a longer attention span for things that aren’t you. Your job now isn’t to start over. It’s to keep showing up with the same calm, boring consistency that got you this far, while the tools themselves get bigger. Longer alone time. Real recall in a real park instead of your hallway. A dog who can handle a weekend away from you without unraveling three months of crate work. That’s what the rest of this book covers, month by month problem by problem, with the assumption that you’re tired, you’re busy, and you want things that actually work in a space with thin walls and downstairs neighbors.

A note on how this book is organized, since it doesn’t follow a strict month-by-month calendar the way some resources do. Adolescence doesn’t hand every dog the same milestones on the same week, so instead of forcing a rigid timeline onto an unpredictable process, the chapters that follow are organized around the problems themselves: chewing, alone time, exercise, recall, neighbors, socialization, travel, handling, and how to tell ordinary difficulty from something that needs real professional help. Read them in order the first time through, since later chapters build on ideas introduced earlier, particularly the incremental, reward-based approach to training that runs through every chapter. But feel free to jump straight to whichever chapter matches whatever’s hardest this week once you’ve been through the whole thing once. A book about a messy, individual process should probably be used the way you’d actually need it, not the way a tidy table of contents pretends real life works.

One more thing before you start. Adolescence in dogs is not a flaw in the design. It’s the design working exactly as intended, a young animal testing the boundaries of a world it’s about to spend the next decade living in. Annoying as it is at eleven at night when he’s chewing the leg of your chair for the third time this week, that testing is how he figures out what’s actually solid and what isn’t. Give him solid. That’s the whole book, really. Everything else is just the how.
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Chapter One: What’s Actually Happening to Your Dog
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There’s a number worth knowing before anything else in this book: somewhere between fifty and seventy percent of dogs relinquished to shelters in some regions are under two years old, and a large share of those surrenders cluster right in the window this book covers. That’s not a scare statistic dropped in to make you anxious. It’s context. If your dog feels harder right now than he did two months ago, he probably is harder right now, and it’s not because you did something wrong in the first four months. It’s because his brain and body are doing something specific, predictable, and temporary.

Start with the teeth, because they’re the most obvious sign something has shifted. Between roughly four and seven months, depending on breed size, puppy teeth fall out and adult teeth come in, and that process is uncomfortable. Adult teeth are also simply bigger and stronger than the milk teeth that came before them, which means the couch corner that survived puppyhood unscathed suddenly doesn’t. This isn’t misbehavior. It’s a physical process that needs an outlet, and Chapter Three covers how to give him one that doesn’t cost you your security deposit.

Then there’s the hormonal picture, which is more complicated than most books make it sound. In intact dogs, sex hormones ramp up during this window and bring real behavioral changes with them: increased interest in other dogs, more marking, more roaming instinct, sometimes more reactivity toward unfamiliar dogs of the same sex. In neutered or spayed dogs, especially those altered early, the picture is murkier, because some of what looks hormonal is really just the broader adolescent brain development happening on schedule regardless of reproductive status. Either way, don’t be surprised if a dog who never marked in the house starts lifting his leg on a doorframe, or if a dog who greeted every dog on the block with total ease suddenly gets stiff and starey around a specific dog he’s met a dozen times. That’s not a character flaw showing itself. That’s chemistry.

The brain changes matter more than the teeth or the hormones, honestly, because they explain almost everything else on this list. The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain responsible for impulse control, weighing consequences, and overriding instinct with judgment, is one of the last parts of a mammal’s brain to mature. In dogs, it’s still under construction through most of the first year and sometimes into the second in larger breeds. Meanwhile, the parts of the brain driving impulse, arousal, and instinct are already fully online. That gap, an eager engine paired with unfinished brakes, is adolescence in a sentence. It’s why a dog who reliably came when called at four months will blow you off at seven months when a squirrel crosses his path. He’s not being stubborn. His brakes genuinely haven’t finished installing yet.

Fear periods complicate the picture
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