What is a Growl?

Working in rescue, and talking with a lot of people who dont have a lot of dog experience, I hear a lot of "that dog growled, it must be aggressive!" We've also had dogs that were returned for growling at people because they didnt want an "aggressive" dog, even though the dog was very sweet, just afraid and unsure, and needed more time to get comfortable.
First of all, true aggression in dogs is rare. Most dog bites are defensive or accidental, not aggressive, and can be avoided if the person being bit had more knowledge of, or was more aware of the dog's body language in that situation.

Secondly, dogs growl in many different situations. Many dogs growl when they play to pretend that they are fierce just like little kids run around yelling and roaring with their toy swords.
Even if the growl isnt happening during play, it's important to understand that growling is a GOOD thing. Your dog is trying to communicate. To tell you, or the target of the growl, that he's uncomfortable with the situation and would like it to stop. Dogs are living creatures and their comfort and space should be respected, just like we want our comfort and space to be. Listen to your dog's growling, dont just ignore it or tell him to get over it, and remedy the situation. Make sure that the kid isnt grabbing his face or paws, take him out of the chaotic party, keep your other dog from bothering him while he's enjoying a bone or his dinner. A dog growling at you or another dog trying to take his bone from him is just saying "hey, I am chewing on this, I dont want you to take it from me." I wouldnt want someone coming up and just grabbing my chocolate bar. I would probably say "Hey man, that's mine, wtf!?"
NEVER punish a growl! When you punish a growl, you are punishing that communication. You arent making the situation less uncomfortable for the dog (in fact, you are doing the opposite and likely to escalate the situation). All he will learn when you punish him for growling is that he shouldnt growl. This leads to a dog that doesnt warn people he is uncomfortable, which means that his discomfort can go over his threshold without you knowing and he may escalate to defending himself with his teeth. Punishing a growl leads to a dog that becomes unpredictable. A dog that escalates to a bite without warning because he has learned that his warnings go either unheaded or he gets punished for them is a dog that is very hard to rehabilitate and manage.
Good news though! If your dog growls because he is uncomfortable, you CAN train the dog to be more comfortable in those situations so that he doesnt feel the need to growl. You can train a dog to tolerate handling by kids, to tolerate another dog taking his stuff, to tolerate visitors to the home. It just takes time, and a little understanding, and the openness to letting your dog communicate with you!

