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Training the puppy: A mindfulness analogy 

As we begin to practise mindfulness, one of the first things we may notice is how 
scattered our mind can be - both during formal sitting meditation periods and throughout 
the day. It tends to jump from idea to idea, thought to thought, sometimes without any 
apparent relationship between them.  
 
First of all, if this is what you are finding in your mind, know that this is totally normal. 
You are just beginning to notice (possibly for the first time) how uncontrolled your mind 
actually is. It’s a bit like we have been wandering around in a dark room, at times 
bumping into things that we couldn’t see, and at other times blissfully unaware of 
everything that was going on around us. And now that we have started practising 
mindfulness it’s like we have lit a small candle and suddenly we can see all this stuff lying 
around everywhere. Mindfulness is about developing both awareness and acceptance, 
but sometimes the awareness starts to happen a little bit before the acceptance. 
 
Sometimes when people begin to notice mind wandering, their first instinct is to get 
angry and try to force the mind to stay where they want it, whether that be on the 
breath or some work that needs to be done. This is a pretty common experience. 
However, as we begin to practise mindfulness meditation, we may begin to realise 
through experience that getting angry at our wandering mind – judging or criticising it – 
actually tends to agitate it more. The result is that our concentration becomes even more 
scattered and our mind can wander more often and for longer periods. 
 
An alternative to this is practising acceptance – where we acknowledge when our mind 
wanders off, notice where it has gone, let go of whatever it is that has distracted us, and 
then return our attention gently to what we were focusing on before (e.g., the breath, 
body, or our work). 
 
A metaphor for this process is training a puppy. Imagine you have a new puppy and want 
it to stay at your feet. So you place it there lovingly and say “stay”. After some time 
(probably not very long, knowing puppies) it gets interested in something and wanders 
off. That’s just what puppies do. Yelling at it and getting angry will make it scared and 
agitated, and it is even less likely to stay at your feet, right? So what do you do? The 
best thing is to scoop it up and lovingly place it back at your feet. And then at some 
point, sure enough it wanders off again. Sometimes it even jumps up, runs off, pees in the 
corner, or makes some other mess. And we may feel that anger or frustration rising. But 
we know that getting angry only makes the situation worse, and that the best thing to 
do is once again (for the hundredth time, even) gently scoop it up and bring it back to our 
feet. 
 
Our minds can be just like puppies. They sneak off or sometimes jump up and run away. 
They are very playful, so interested in those things happening over there. And sometimes 
it can be tempting to get frustrated at this, or judge ourselves, saying things like “I can’t 
do this” or “mindfulness doesn’t work for me”!  
 
But we can train our minds just like you train a puppy – first of all accepting that our 
mind is untrained and it may take some time to train it, and then seeing how gentle we 
can be with ourselves as we scoop up our attention whenever it wanders off and bringing 
it back to where we want it. Over and over and over again. 


