I know this subject is dated, but my email was down and this subject is too near and dear to my heart to let it slip by.  Hopefully sharing my experience will offer a new perspective to those who are thinking about adding a Vizslas to their family.  (and a few ideas for breeders thinking about placing pups into families with young children.) 

Let me start by saying that neither I, my children, nor our Vizsla are perfect.  We have made more mistakes than I care to remember, and we've only just begun!  I do like to think that we've learned from our mistakes and hopefully done one or two things right along the way.  After writing this I will have to knock on every piece of wood in the house until my knuckles bleed, 'cause you know what happens after you offer advice on children and dogs.... 

I am the mother of three children: a 9 year-old daughter, a 5 year old son, and an 18 month old black wavy Vizsla.  Yes, that's right, 3 children.  Not 2 children and a dog - 3 children.   I think of a Vizsla as the eternal 2 year old.   Vivacious, strong willed, curious, determined, delightful, perpetual motion and did I mention strong willed and determined?  I think the Vizslas strong drive to be with his people and to work with and please them makes him a wonderful family member.  However, if you don't have the time and effort to make him a vital part of your family, you end up with a terminal case of "terrible two's."  And I'm not talking about training just the dog.  You have to put just as much effort into teaching your children how to be good "dog siblings" as well.  Instead of asking how good are Vizslas with children, ask yourself  "how good are my children with dogs?"  Then ask yourself, "how good are my children to each other?"   (Breeders - don't just look at how well behaved they are, look at how the kids treat each other.  They probably won't treat a puppy any better than they treat each other, and it's not likely that the parents will ask them to if they're tolerating it amongst their own children.)  Both the puppy and the children have to be taught how to take care of each other, and this is even more important with an active, mouthy breed like Vizslas. 

I can honestly say that our guy is wonderful with children. He is a favorite at both of my children's schools with students and teachers alike.  That being said, I spend more time talking people out of Vizslas than anything else.  Why?  Because all people see is the end result.  No one takes into account the amount of time and effort that goes into making it so.  Most people think that the training begins once you bring the puppy home - not so!  When you know you have selected a breed that carries "qualities" such as "mouthy", "not for the inexperienced", "exuberant"  (that's about 10 notches up from "playful"!) you have get a head start on the little dears and that means getting you AND your kids ready for your newest family member. 

Here's some things we did that I think helped establish the ground rules for all the "kids:"

1.)  We began early puppy preparation (all before the puppy came home): We established "no toy" zones and keeping our rooms "puppy safe".  My children had to prove that they could help provide a safe environment for our  puppy which included keeping dangerous toys out of a curious puppy's reach.  Having young cousins helped.  Don't tell my sister, but we pretended her daughter was a puppy.  If it was dangerous for a 1 year  old, it wasn't good for a puppy!  : )  She had to be constantly watched, just like a puppy would.  If you couldn't watch her, then you had to find someone else who could, or she needed to go into a playpen.  That easily translated into keeping an eye on the puppy and kennel time later on.  Gentle play, patience when she pulled your hair, it was a great training ground.  My daughter (then 8) read parts of Kitty's book (I wasn't ready to explain the reproduction part : ) and read Vern's book a couple of times.  She also read sections of "The Art of Raising a Puppy" and we talked about what all of it meant and how we would want to raise our puppy.  (I had read all of these books prior to her reading, so I was prepared for her questions and feedback.) 

2.)  We established "no puppy" and "no kid" zones:  I wanted everyone to have a place to find some peace and quiet.  If the puppy was in his kennel, then everyone had to respect his "private" space.  That meant not sitting 2 inches from the kennel and poking fingers through to "pet" the puppy or talk to him.  I have maintained this rule with ALL children who come into my home with the exception of my niece, who enjoys closing herself in the kennel and locking the dog out.  (don't tell my sister that  either...maybe we treated her too much like a puppy...)  In turn, there is a playroom  for the children that the dog is not allowed in.  It's the place where leggos and tinkertoys can be scattered about and there's no fear Barbie will  lose her head to a 4 legged chewing fiend.  It's also a "safe" place for visiting children who are less comfortable with large dogs.  It was a place for the kids and their friends to be rambunctious and we didn't worry about the puppy getting caught in the fray or the concern that he would leap in to "protect" his children.

3.)  We set ground rules for playing with the puppy:  Puppies are not toys.  Running and chasing are not games.  No wrestling or tug of war  were allowed between the "kids."  As pack leader, that was my job.  I could wrestle and play tug of war because I was the leader and could end the game at my will and always with a win.  Wulff learned quickly that there were games I would play and different games for the kids.  We taught the kids that obedience training was play.  It helped set the order for my pack - he who holds the treats has great power!   (It never ceased to amaze me that my 70lb giant would stop on a dime at the command of a 4 year old half  his size!)  Both of my children attended puppy kindergarten with us and learned how to help shape Wulff's behavior.  My kids play things like fetch and soccer.  They taught Wulff to play hide and seek (a favorite!) , and no one digs a sandbox hole deeper or faster!  Teaching Wulff new tricks is a great play time activity.  My daughter teaching Wulff to jump through a hula-hoop was the inspiration for starting agility training!

4.)  Wulff is a member of the family and must be treated with love and respect:  This includes caring for his physical needs as well as his unending need for attention.  My eldest is responsible for food and  water, cleaning the yard and giving him afternoon play time.  My youngest helps with the food and water and brushing.   While I may be Wulff's "person," the children have earned special places because he knows they provide for him as well.  Due to my husband's allergies, Wulff sleeps in our room,  but not on our bed.  The children however, have no such rule and he delights in the treat of climbing into their beds for some extra love and cuddling! In return, he guards them, loves them, comforts them, wakes them every morning and has endless energy for playing with them.  He is my constant companion.  How constant?  When people look surprised to see you without your dog, that's constant! : )  He follows me from room to room, drives the carpool with me, visits both schools, tags along to run errands (even if he has to wait in the car), attends softball games, soccer matches, bible study, and loves to go downtown for coffee.  We even have friends who ask us to bring him with us when we come over for dinner!

I truly can't imagine our life without Wulff.  I can't imagine another breed fitting so well into our family.  (So much so that we'd like to add another member to the family in another year or two.)  Maybe it's because 2 was my favorite age with both of my kids. (I'm sure that scares many of you!)  The total abandon with which they approach life!  Everything is done with such exuberance - there's no half-measures with a 2 year old!  Every day there's a new challenge, and new skill to be learned, something new to explore.  That's the joy of a Vizsla!  I've never seen Wulff do anything half way - good or bad!  Unending enthusiasm for his people and life!  It's unbelievably challenging, but the rewards...they'll blow you away.  Just be sure you're up to the challenge, 'cause heaven knows, just like a two year old, they'll be there to challenge you any chance they get!

