MODULE 7

The Transitional Period: Two to Four Weeks
of Age

Learning Objectives

At the completion of this module, the breeder should understand the major developmental
changes that occur between two and four weeks of age, recognize normal physical and
behavioral milestones, introduce appropriate environmental enrichment, and prepare puppies for
the beginning of weaning and socialization.

The period between two and four weeks of age is one of the most fascinating stages of puppy
development. During these few weeks, puppies undergo dramatic physical, neurological, and
behavioral changes. They transition from largely helpless neonates into active, curious
individuals capable of interacting with their environment and littermates.

This period serves as a bridge between the neonatal stage and the critical socialization period that
follows. The experiences puppies have during this time begin shaping their responses to the
world around them. Although breeders often focus on feeding and growth, this is also the stage
when future temperament and adaptability begin to develop.

(Continue with sensory development, mobility, first play behavior, environmental enrichment,
and introduction to weaning.)

continue

Sensory Development

One of the most significant changes during the transitional period is the rapid development of the
senses. During the neonatal period, puppies rely primarily on touch, taste, and smell. As the eyes
and ears become functional, puppies begin to gather information from the world around them in
entirely new ways.

The eyes generally open between ten and fourteen days of age. Initially, vision is blurry and
poorly focused. Puppies may respond to movement and light but cannot yet see details clearly.
Over the next several weeks, visual acuity gradually improves.

The ear canals begin opening around fourteen to seventeen days of age. Hearing develops rapidly
once the canals are open, and puppies soon begin responding to sounds within their environment.
They may startle at sudden noises, turn toward familiar sounds, or respond to the voice of the
breeder.



As vision and hearing improve, puppies become noticeably more alert and interactive. Breeders
often observe that puppies seem to "wake up" during this period as they become aware of their
surroundings.

Physical Development and Mobility

During the first two weeks of life, movement is limited primarily to crawling. By the third week,
puppies begin attempting to stand and walk. Their first efforts are often awkward and
entertaining, characterized by wobbling, stumbling, and frequent falls.

Over the course of just a few days, coordination improves dramatically. By three to four weeks
of age, most puppies can walk reasonably well and are capable of exploring areas beyond the
immediate nursing area.

This newfound mobility is important because it encourages exploration, learning, and interaction
with littermates. Puppies begin investigating objects, following movement, and developing
confidence as they navigate their environment.

Breeders should ensure that the whelping area remains safe during this stage. Openings, gaps,
electrical cords, and small objects that could be swallowed should be eliminated.

The Emergence of Social Behavior

As puppies become more mobile and aware, they begin interacting with one another in
meaningful ways. These interactions mark the beginning of social development.

Early social behaviors include:

o Following littermates

e Climbing over one another
e Mouthing faces and ears

o Wagging tails

o Sleeping together

o Exploring as a group

At first these interactions appear simple, but they represent the foundation of canine social skills.
Puppies are learning how to communicate, how to interpret body language, and how to interact
appropriately with other dogs.

Breeders who observe closely will often notice distinct personality differences beginning to
emerge during this period. Some puppies appear bold and adventurous, while others are more
cautious and reserved.



The Importance of Gentle Handling

The transitional period is an excellent time to begin regular, gentle handling by humans. Daily
interaction helps puppies become comfortable with human touch and lays the groundwork for
future training and socialization.

Handling sessions should be brief, calm, and positive. Puppies can be gently picked up,
examined, and held for short periods. The goal is not intensive training but rather the
development of trust and comfort with human contact.

Breeders should expose puppies to:

e Gentle petting

o Being held in various positions
o Examination of feet

e Opening the mouth briefly

e Touching ears

e Light grooming

These experiences help prepare puppies for veterinary examinations, grooming procedures, and
future handling by their owners.

Introducing Environmental Enrichment

Environmental enrichment refers to experiences that stimulate mental and physical development.
During the transitional period, enrichment should be simple, safe, and age appropriate.

Examples include:

o Different bedding textures
e Soft toys

e Low obstacles

e Safe chewing objects

e Mild household sounds

The goal is to provide opportunities for exploration without overwhelming the puppies.
Experiences should be positive and introduced gradually.

Research in canine behavioral development suggests that puppies exposed to appropriate
enrichment during early life often demonstrate greater adaptability and resilience later in life.



Maintaining Cleanliness

As puppies become more mobile, cleanliness becomes increasingly important. The whelping box
that was adequate for newborn puppies may become difficult to keep clean once puppies begin
walking and eliminating independently.

Bedding should be changed frequently. Wet or soiled bedding increases the risk of bacterial
growth and may contribute to illness.

Good sanitation practices help reduce disease exposure while creating a more comfortable
environment for both the puppies and the dam.

Nutrition During the Transitional Period

For most litters, the dam continues to provide all necessary nutrition during this stage. Milk
production generally reaches its peak during the third and fourth weeks after whelping.

Puppies should continue gaining weight steadily. Daily or every-other-day weight monitoring
remains valuable for identifying puppies that may be falling behind.

Although most puppies are not yet ready for complete weaning, breeders may begin observing
increased interest in solid food toward the end of this period.

Monitoring Development

Every puppy develops at a slightly different rate. Some may walk earlier, open their eyes sooner,
or appear more adventurous than their littermates.

While individual variation is normal, breeders should remain alert for developmental delays.
Puppies that fail to gain weight, remain unusually inactive, show poor coordination, or appear
unable to interact normally with littermates should be evaluated carefully.

Regular observation allows breeders to identify concerns before they become significant
problems.

Preparing for Weaning

As puppies approach four weeks of age, breeders should begin preparing for the next
developmental stage: weaning.

The puppies' teeth will begin erupting, and nursing may become less comfortable for the dam.
Puppies become increasingly curious about their mother's food and may attempt to investigate
food bowls.



Although milk remains their primary source of nutrition, these changes indicate that the digestive
system is preparing for the gradual introduction of solid food.

The weaning process should be gradual, allowing puppies to continue nursing while slowly
learning to consume supplemental foods.

Key Points

o The transitional period occurs between approximately two and four weeks of age.
e Vision and hearing develop rapidly during this stage.

o Puppies begin walking and exploring their environment.

e Social interactions with littermates become increasingly important.

e Gentle human handling should occur daily.

e Environmental enrichment supports healthy behavioral development.

e Cleanliness becomes increasingly important as mobility increases.

e Weight gain should continue steadily.

o Early personality differences often become apparent.

o Puppies begin preparing physiologically and behaviorally for weaning.



