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Four Phases of Learning

The Four Phases of Learning provide a practical roadmap for shaping any
canine behavior from its first appearance to lifelong reliability. By
dividing training into sequential stages—Acquisition, Fluency,
Generalization, and Maintenance—handlers can set clear objectives,
apply the right level of guidance and reinforcement, and pinpoint where
progress stalls. Each phase has specific criteria that tell you when to
move forward, ensuring the dog is neither rushed nor allowed to

stagnate. Using this framework keeps training systematic, measurable,
and responsive to the dog's evolving needs.

1.Acquisition
2.Fluency
3.Generalization
4.Maintenance




Overview

Phase 1

Acquisition

The initial stage of training in which a new behavior is
introduced and the dog begins to form a dependable
association between the cue (stimulus) and the correct
response, typically reinforced at a high rate to build clarity
and motivation.

Acquisition begins when a cue is first paired with the
desired action. The handler offers abundant guidance—
luring, leash pressure, other physical guidance, etc. —and
delivers frequent, high-value reinforcement (food, play, or
environmental access).

Criteria stay broad so the dog can safely experiment and
discover what earns a “Yes.” Repetition and clarity build the
initial understanding of the task.




Overview

Phase 2

Fluency

The stage in which the dog performs the learned behavior
quickly, smoothly, and accurately on cue with minimal
prompts,; criteria tighten and low-level distractions are
added to strengthen consistency.

In Fluency, the focus shifts to speed, precision, and
consistency. Latency shortens, performance sharpens, and
obvious aids are systematically faded. Mild distractions and
gradual changes in duration, distance, or position are
introduced to strengthen focus without overwhelming the
learner.

The phase ends when the behavior is smooth and reliable
under predictable variations.




Overview

Phase 3

Generalization

The process of teaching the dog to execute the same
behavior reliably across a wide range of contexts—different
locations, handlers, distractions, and environmental
variables—so the cue maintains its meaning everywhere.

During Generalization the dog practices the cue across
new environments, surfaces, handlers, and situational
variables, learning that “Sit means Sit” everywhere.

Once performance holds in novel contexts, training moves
to Maintenance




Overview

Phase 4

Maintenance

The long-term phase focused on preserving the behavior’s
reliability over time through periodic practice, strategic
reinforcement, and real-life application, preventing
performance decay once active teaching has ceased.




Early & Late Stage

In HUNT DIY, we'll reference these phases regularly and even break each phase
into an early, and late stage for clarity on where you are with your dog at any

given point.

Acquisition
o Early: Dog is just beginning to understand the behavior. Attempts may be
incomplete, inconsistent, or unclear.
o Late: Behavior is forming. Dog offers the correct response more often and
begins to anticipate what is being asked.
Fluency
o Early: Behavior is mostly correct but may still require cues, reinforcement, or
ideal conditions to succeed.
e Late: Behavior is sharp, consistent, and confidently performed with minimal
support under normal conditions.
Generalization
o Early: Dog performs well in familiar contexts but struggles in new locations,
with distractions, or when variables shift.
e Late: Dog reliably performs the behavior across varying environments,
surfaces, scenarios, and handlers.
Maintenance
o Early: Behavior is retained over time with occasional reinforcement or
touch-ups. May degrade without maintenance.
o Late: Behavior is fully solid. It holds up over long gaps, under pressure, and
with minimal upkeep — it's “ready when you are.”




Putting the Four
Phases To Work

Use the phases as checkpoints, not hurdles.

During Acquisition, expect trial-and-error and keep criteria loose—if the dog
isn't earning frequent “Yes,” you're still here and should sweeten reinforcement
or simplify the task.

In Fluency, watch latency and error-rate: responses should snap into place and
errors should be rare. If speed or accuracy slips when you fade a prompt or add
a mild distraction, drop back and rebuild reps.

Generalization begins only when performance is rock-solid in one setting;
change one variable at a time (location, surface, handler position) and confirm
the behavior survives each new twist before stacking variables.

Finally, Maintenance means the skill survives life's randomness—no drills for
weeks, then a single cue still gets a crisp response. Rotate occasional
refreshers, sprinkle high-value reinforcement unpredictably, and log any drift
SO you can revisit the earlier phase that fixes it. By matching your expectations
and training tactics to the phase your dog is actually in, you avoid rushing,
prevent plateaus, and keep progress measurable and humane.




