The first 30 days: setting up your rescue dog for success

Written by Corey McCusker, CPDT-KA, LFDM

Bringing home a rescue dog is exciting, emotional and full of hope. You’ve opened your
heart and home to a dog who deserves a fresh start and that’s something truly special.

But what many adopters don’t realize is this: the first 30 days matter more than almost
anything else you’ll do together.

This first month isn’t about perfect obedience or teaching lots of tricks. It’s about
helping your dog feel safe, understood and secure in their new world.

At Muttz with Mannerz Canine Training Academy, we often say we are enriching the
lives at both ends of the leash. That begins with patience, compassion and realistic
expectations — and not pressure or performance.

Start with decompression, not demands

Imagine being moved to a new home with new smells, new people and new rules — one
where you don’t even understand the language. That’s what adoption feels like to a dog.

Even the friendliest dogs need time to decompress. For many, this takes two-to-four
weeks or longer. During this period, keep life simple. Limit visitors, skip busy outings,
keep walks calm and provide a quiet resting space. Think of these early days as your
dog’s exhale. You're not asking for performance yet; you're offering safety.

When dogs feel safe, learning happens naturally. When they feel overwhelmed,
behaviour problems often show up.

Build trust before training

It's tempting to jump straight into fixing behaviours like pulling on leash, jumping up or
ignoring cues. But trust comes before training. Always.

Focus first on connection: hand-feed some meals, reward eye contact, play simple
games, speak gently and respect your dog’s space. When your dog begins choosing to
follow you or check in with you, that’s trust growing.

Training sticks far better when your dog feels emotionally secure.

Understand the whole dog: the LEGS framework



Every rescue dog arrives with a history we may never fully know. Behaviour isn’t just
about obedience or stubbornness. It’s shaped by the whole dog.

At Muttz with Mannerz, we often use the LEGS framework developed by behaviour
expert Kim Brophy to better understand dogs as individuals.

L — Learning: What has this dog experienced before? What habits have they practised?
E — Environment: What’s happening around them right now that might feel stressful or
overwhelming?

G — Genetics: What breed traits or instincts influence their behaviour?

S — Self: What are their unique personality, sensitivities and emotional needs?

For example, a herding mix may naturally chase movement. A scent hound may follow
their nose more than your voice. A dog from a chaotic environment may startle easily or
struggle to settle.

These aren’t bad behaviours. They’re information.

When we understand why a dog behaves a certain way, we can support them with
compassion instead of trying to correct or punish them.

Introduce foundations gently

Once your dog begins settling in usually after the first week or two, you can introduce
light structure and foundation skills.

Keep sessions short, positive and fun. Practice name recognition, hand targeting, sit or
down, loose leash walking and calm greetings. Aim for success, not perfection. Five
minutes here and there is more effective than long, frustrating sessions.

And remember: everyday life is training. Waiting at doors, settling on a mat and walking
politely are the real-life skills that matter most.

Create predictable routines

Dogs thrive on consistency. A simple daily rhythm helps them feel safe and lowers
anxiety. Meals at similar times, regular walks, rest periods and a predictable bedtime all
help create stability.

When dogs know what to expect, they relax. Routine builds confidence faster than
anything else.

Manage expectations (and be kind to yourself)



Your rescue dog will not be perfect in 30 days. There may be accidents, chewed shoes or
sleepless nights. Adjustment takes time for both of you.

Progress isn’t linear. It’s messy and real.

Celebrate small wins: the first tail wag, the first cuddle, the first time they relax deeply
in your home. These moments mean more than flawless obedience ever could.

The big picture

The first 30 days aren’t about creating a well-trained dog. They’re about creating a
secure, trusting relationship.

When we lead with patience, understanding, enrichment and science-based positive
training, behaviour naturally improves because the dog feels safe enough to learn.

With time, consistency and compassion, you’re not just training a dog — you’re building

a partnership for life.

Corey McCusker, CPDT-KA, LFDM, is the founder of Muttz with
Mannerz Canine Training Academy in Stouffville, Ontario. She
specializes in enrichment-based daycare, positive-
reinforcement training and family dog mediation, helping dogs
and their people build lasting, trusting relationships through
science-based, welfare-focused methods.




