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Nothing entices a child more than seeing a happy dog out in 
public. But without proper training from a parent, children 
can end up in a bad situation with a strange dog. If a child 

is bitten, they might be scared of dogs for the rest of their life and 
that dog will most likely be punished or put down. But by learning 
the correct way of approaching new dogs and interacting with them, 
children can learn lifelong skills that will ensure that dogs remain 
furry friends, not foes.

According to Fran Jewell, IAABC-certified dog behavior con-
sultant of Ketchum’s Positive Puppy Dog Training LLC, “The most 
important thing to remember is to teach children good manners and 
not rely on the dog to behave well.”

Children are often taught early on not to approach strangers, and 
the same applies to a strange dog. Though a dog may look friendly, 
he or she might have different triggers, have problems with children, 
or just not like to interact with strangers. Observing the dog first, to 
decide if it should be approached, is important. Is the dog on a leash? 
This may give children and adults a false sense of security, but often 
the dogs that are on leashes are the ones most likely to misbehave. 
Dogs are also more likely to bite when leashed or caged. 

“Even the most reliable dog needs to be respected and treated fair-
ly,” Jewell said. “Children should not push dogs to their limits.”

If the dog is a stray—it has no visible leash or owner—it is best 
to avoid this dog and to avoid eye contact and stay calm if it comes 
near. If a dog is also displaying any kind of body language that it 
is anxious, stressed or afraid, this dog should not be approached. 
You can tell that a dog is feeling this way if it is cowering, licking 
its lips (when there is no food nearby), panting (when it is not hot or 
thirsty), furrowing its brows, holding its ears to the side, moving in 
slow motion, looking in many directions, moving away, and pacing. 
Teaching your child to recognize these signs can help avoid any con-
flict between your child and a dog.

Once it is determined that the dog in question is okay to be ap-
proached, the most important rule for your child to learn is to ask 
permission from an adult as well as the dog’s owner. As a parent, 
you are in charge of the situation and your word and permission need 
to become paramount; after all, handling someone’s pet is a privi-
lege, so if your child is not willing to follow the rules, they should be 
removed from the situation. 

“It is critical that children and puppies not be left unsupervised 
together,” Jewell said.

With the owner’s permission, your child should hold out the back 
of a closed hand slightly toward the dog, but not in its face, and let 
the dog sniff him or her. Stooping down to the dog’s level can be 
helpful as well. If the dog seems comfortable, your child can then 
softly pet or scratch the dog, never pulling, hugging, making loud 
noises, or getting in the dog’s face.

Many of the same rules apply when meeting a dog in private at 
the home of a family member or friend. Friends and family should 
be asked about the temperament of their dog and whether it is okay 
to pet. There are also many elements to consider since your child 
is in the dog’s territory: the dog’s toys, bed, space and food. A lot 
of the same rules you would follow with a fellow human should be 
followed: no one likes having someone in their face, having their 
food played with while they’re eating, having their toys taken, or 
being grabbed or shouted at. These are good rules to follow when 
teaching your child to interact with a dog. They should be polite and 
kind, play games, and recognize if the dog is no longer in the mood 
to interact.

By following these simple steps, one can ensure that their child is 
set up for life to have positive interactions with dogs.
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