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Using technology, the spunky dog can “say” over 45

words and string up to five w@ds together.
By Jen Reeder
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peech pathol-
ogist Christina
Hunger fervently
believes every-
one deserves a
voice—including dogs.

Literally.

Over three years ago,
when she started training
her 9-week-old Australian
Cattle Dog mix, Stella,
in basic obedience, she
also started teaching her
to talk—not to bark at
the cue speak, but to use
augmentative and alterna-
tive communication (AAC)
devices to communicate
in English. Hunger had
noticed Stella communi-
cating in similar ways that
toddlers do while devel-
oping their language skills
just before saying words.

“She was using so many
different gestures to com-
municate,” Hunger says.
“She was using her eye
gaze to direct our attention
toward things that she was
communicating about. She
was pawing at the door,
pawing at her water bowl.
She was whining and bark-
ing in combination with
these gestures.”

So Hunger, who was
familiar with AAC from her
work with children with
autism, bought recordable
answer buzzers and started
with the words outside,
play, and water. She’d nar-
rate activities and press the
corresponding button with
her foot (for instance, saying
and pressing outside before
opening the door to the
backyard). Her then-boy-
friend, now-husband, Jake

Stella with her buzzer board

McConkey, learned how
to model words for Stella
as well.

The Great Outside

“I really wanted to help
her have a way to commu-
nicate more effectively with
us because I didn’t want
her to just be following
all of the commands that I
gave,” she says. “I wanted
her to have autonomy and
be able to say those things
back to us, if it’s something
she was wanting us to do
as well.”

Patience proved key. At
the start of the third week
with buzzers, Stella looked
pointedly at the outside
buzzer when she needed to
go to the bathroom, then
to Hunger, and back at the
buzzer—gesturing to Hun-
ger to push it—a small but
major victory. The couple

continued modeling words
and eventually Stella tried
pushing buzzers herself.

Stella began using her
first and favorite word,
outside, to generalize
interest in going into both
the back and front yards.
In time, Hunger added
buzzers with words like
park and beach so Stella
could let them know spe-
cifically where she’d like to
recreate on any given day.
(Other additions included
bye, come, no, belp, eat,
and an irresistible choice:
love you.)

Party’s Over

In the early stages of
Stella’s learning process, the
couple hosted a party. At
the end of the evening, their
friends were standing near
the door for a protracted
“Midwestern goodbye”

while Stella looked on.

“We had said ‘bye,” then
we started telling more
stories, then hugging, and
then starting a conversation
again,” Hunger recalls.
“Stella hopped off the
couch, walked in the mid-
dle of our circle and said,
Bye—and looked up at all
of our friends. Their jaws
literally dropped. ‘I can’t
believe your puppy just told
us bye! She’s ready for us
togo!””

The guests took their
cue and left. Stella watched
them go to their cars, then
put herself to bed.

Because it was one of
the first times she said bye,
Hunger isn’t sure whether
the pup was commenting
on what was happening or
if she was directing them
to leave.

“But either way, it was
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Stella

happy
talking
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really impressive to see that
she knew this was about
to happen. She had a word
to express and to partici-
pate in the whole goodbye
exchange,” she says.

Now Stella says over 45
words and can string up

Takeaways for Teaching Your Dog

® Expect a language input phase. Your dog will need to hear words to learn words and will
need to see her AAC in use to learn how to use it. Expect that this will take time.

® Model words when your dog communicates. When you see your dog gesturing,
whining, or barking, model the word for what you think she is trying to communicate.
Pairing a word to her communication is powerful.

® Use natural cues to draw attention to buttons. If a long pause doesn’t work, you can
stand by the button, point at it, or tap it. Pause again after giving a cue. If your dog still
doesn’t explore the buttons, go ahead and model the word and carry on with your activity.

® Model during natural contexts. Model words when they are relevant to what is naturally
happening.

¥ Respond to communication. If your dog says a word, respond appropriately! In the
beginning, try to honor your dog’s communication as much as you can. If your dog is not
using words, continue responding to all her other forms of communication. Do not
withhold food, water, playtime, trips outside, or anything from your dog. Just create a
minute or two of opportunity for your dog to try using a word.

From How Stella Learned to Talk by Christina Hunger. Copyright © 2021 by Christina Hunger.
Reprinted by permission of William Morrow, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.
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to five words together for
different phrases and sen-
tences. Hunger chronicled
her progress in the 2021
bestselling book How Stel-
la Learned to Talk: The
Groundbreaking Story of
the World’s First Talking
Dog, and shares updates
on on her blog, Hunger
for Words, and social
media pages.

“Dogs can understand
a lot of the words that we
say to them. All I did was
give Stella a way to say
the word back to us,” she
explains. “I was just mod-
eling words when I would
naturally use them with
Stella and by enough rep-
etitions with that, she was
seeing the patterns. ... And
then I just gave her the
time to figure out how she
could use them herself.”

Stella is spunky, social,
and chatty. She frequently
uses all done and suggests
another activity when she
wants Hunger to get off
a call. (Fortunately, Stella
napped during a phone
interview for this article.)

Hunger loves when her
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dog uses the word good
to praise her or Jake for a
longer walk, play session, or
other positive experience.
“Sometimes she com-
ments on her own behav-
iors, so she’ll say, Stella
good or good Stella when
she’s done something that
we’re really proud of. ... I
love seeing that self-aware-
ness and just her ability to
talk about something that’s

ood in her eyes,” she says.
g yes, y

Hunger’s pioneering
work has led to a talking
dog TikTok craze, with
people training their pets to
“speak” using AAC devices.
Their online videos range
from amusing—such as
megastar Bunny, who has
over 6.5 million TikTok fol-
lowers, possibly sharing the
contents of her dreams—to
tacky, such as sponsored
ads for treat companies (a
dog presses the button for
treat and the person feeds a
specific brand while gushing
over it).

Teaching a dog to “talk”
has captured the imagina-
tion of so many dog lovers
around the world that

over 2,500 pet dogs from
around 40 countries are
participating in a research
study launched in 2020
called “They Can Talk,”
which involves making vid-
eos of dogs (and over 100
cats) communicating with
sound buttons and submit-
ting them to researchers.
(The website describes the
research as a collaboration
between CleverPet—maker
of an AAC device for dogs
called FluentPet—and the
University of California,
San Diego. Participants are
not required to use voice
buttons from FluentPet,
but many do, according to
the intake form.)
Hunger thoughr it
would take a long time
for people to understand
her work with Stella,
and never expected the
tremendous response.
“It’s been such a fun
surprise to see how
many people have
been teaching their
own dogs and how
this has grown so
far beyond just me
and Stella—and in

W

such a short amount of
time,” she says. “It’s help-
ing so many dog owners
understand their pets
more and helping the pet
talk about what’s been
going on in their minds
this whole time.”

She hopes people who
don’t teach their dogs to
communicate with AAC
will still appreciate how
much potential dogs have
and treat them with re-
spect, knowing that such a
level of communication is
possible.

“I think it’s a really ex-
citing time to be thinking
about dog cognition and
what they might be capa-
ble of,” she says. “This is
just a sign that there’s so
much more to explore.”

Con Slobodchikoff,
Ph.D., professor emeri-
tus at Northern Arizona
University’s Department of
Biological Sciences, direc-
tor of the Animal Lan-
guage Institute, and author

NEw Yo
X Timps BESTSE
3 "LLER

LEARNE

The
G, a'aur:dbrrnh.q T3
Story f the
World s Firer
Talking Dy,

of several books, including
Chasing Doctor Doolittle:
Learning the Language

of Animals, commends
Hunger’s compelling book
and methodical work

that shows dogs have the
cognitive capacity to use
language to communicate
with people.

“I think this will have a
tremendous implication for
how we view dogs and per-
haps how we view animals
in general,” he says.

Slobodchikoff, whose
scientific study of prairie
dogs found they have a
complex communication
system, is also the CEQ of
Zoolingua, which is devel-
oping artificial intelligence
technology to develop a
pet translator to decode
dog language.

“People have an enor-
mous appetite to commu-
nicate with their animals,”
he says. “So I think
anything we can develop
in terms of technology that
will facilitate that will be
a huge help to both people

and animals.” FD

Freelance journalist
Jen Reeder’s dog, Rio,
understands over 60 words
and phrases. If be learned to
speak with an AAC device,
she suspects his favorite
word would be swim.

For more information,
visit
bungerforwords.com
or
instagram.com/
hungerdwords.
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