BASICS OF POSITIVE TRAINING TECHNIQUES

What are some of the things your dog loves to do most?  Jump up on you, grab food from your hands, pull on the leash, and go wherever he wants instead of staying where you put him.  If your dog is like most, the list could go on and on.  This is where the choice comes in; you could punish Fido for doing what is wrong.  This will work to stop the behavior if done consistently, but when you think about it all you have done is taught him what not to do.  You haven’t taught him what to do instead.  Punishment does not create a good pet, it doesn’t build a bond between you and your dog, and it doesn’t create a dog that is eager to please and looks forward to training sessions.

Think about it, would you work better for a boss that yelled at you when you goofed or one that praised you when you got it right?  Did getting yelled at help you do things any better?  How about the boss that explained what was expected, showed you how to do the job, then gave you a raise when you did a good job?  YOU are the boss with your dog in this class.

A positively trained dog learns that doing what you ask brings favorable consequences – he gets a nice reward for making a good choice.  We are going to teach them what those choices are through the use of rewards. 

REMINDER: YOUR DOG DOES NOT SPEAK ENGLISH, HE SPEAKS DOG

Dogs communicate primarily through body language and scent.  For them, barking, growling or whining is an additional form of communication.   Pay attention to your dogs body language, and your own.  Your words may be saying one thing but your posture is saying something else.  And speaking of words…Always use a calm or upbeat tone of voice during training.  Fido may not understand the words you use, but he always understands your tone of voice.  If you are harsh or abrupt you are more likely to make him anxious or nervous than you are to teach him a new behavior.

BITE INHIBITION

1. Puppies and young dogs explore the world through their noses and mouths, and play biting with their littermates and mother is one of the key ways they learn what is acceptable.

2. First, teach the puppy that painful biting is not allowed.  When playing, if Fido nips too hard, yelp ‘Ouch’ in a normal tone of voice.  Immediately withdraw your hands and arms from reach and remove your attention.  Do not talk to or look at him, ignore him until he calms down, then return your attention to him.  If he repeats the behavior you repeat yours.

3. If he hurts you, yelp ‘ouch’ in a louder high pitched voice and remove yourself entirely from the puppy.  When he calms down you can return.  Physical punishment is not recommended because it can affect the dog’s temperment and may make him fearful and hand shy.  A fearful dog is much more likely to bite as an adult than is a confident dog.

4. When playing with your pup, be sure to have things on hand that he can chew.   When he is in a chewing mood, substitute a chew toy for your fingers.

‘PUPPY’ HANDLING

No matter the age of your dog, we refer to this as Puppy Handling.  Your dog should trust you, and then others, to handling all the parts of his body without fear.  This is important for normal grooming and for routine veterinary care.  The process of puppy handling can be very relaxing for Fido and is a great time for bonding.

1. Start seated on the floor with Fido in front of you, or on your lap for small dogs.

2. Start petting the Fido in a way he is already used to, this should be done slowly and calmly.  You should talk to him in a soothing tone of voice.  

3. As he stays calm, gradually handle other parts of his body.  You should be able to handle all four feet, massaging his toes as you handle them to get him used to nail trimming.  Rub your hands along each leg, as this is something your vet will need to do.

4. Once you can handle his body and feet, start handling his head.  You should be able to inspect his ears and check his teeth.  

If your dog exhibits any signs of aggression stop the exercise.  Continued handling of a fearful dog may lead to a bite.  If your dog will not allow handling you should consult your veterinarian and seek the assistance of a dog behaviorist

TEACHING ‘BE GENTLE’

This is one of the foundation behaviors.  It teaches Fido how to take a treat from your hand without grabbing or biting at it.  Once he knows this, it is much easier to use food in your reward-based training.  Fido will also become far less likely to grab things from other people.

1. Get down on his level so you are not leaning over him.  You may need to sit or kneel to make it easier for both of you.

2. Take a treat and put it in the palm of your hand, then make a soft fist around it.  Offer the hand to your dog but do not say anything.   He may try a number of things to get that treat from your hand, including nibbling your fingers, licking, or pawing your hand.  Remember; do not say anything while this is going on.  DO NOT give him the treat UNTIL he stops these behaviors, even if only for a fraction of a second.  The instant he backs off, say only ‘Yes’ or ‘Good’ and give the treat.

· If you can, ignore gentle nibbling or mouthing of your hand during this exercise as long as he is not hurting you.  You are teaching that those behaviors DO NOT result in getting a treat.  Stopping those behaviors does.  Remember not to say anything until the dog stops and you praise and give the treat.

3. Repeat step 3 until the dog stops trying to get the treat and instead just looks at your hand or your face.  

4. NOW put the treat in your hand, offer it to your dog and add the command word you have chosen (Be Gentle or Easy work well for this exercise) and offer the treat.  When he takes the treat gently from your hand praise him.  As he gets better at this, you can make him wait a little longer before giving the treat.

5. Practice this technique a few times each day and you will be amazed at how quickly your dog masters it.  If you continue to say ‘Gentle’ while working on this he will associate that word with the behavior.  If Fido makes a mistake and grabs for the treat, pull your hand back then offer the treat again giving the command.  If necessary return to Step 3 to reinforce the training.  From now on, he will need to take things from you gently or he will not get them.

6. Generalize this command to everything he takes from your hand, whether a treat, toy or his dinner.

ATTENTION – OR – ‘WATCH ME’

Step 1

1. Have your dog in front of you where he can easily see your face.  Feel free to kneel down for the smaller dogs.  Have plenty of small tasty treats where you can easily get to them.

2. Take the treat and put it right in front of his nose without letting him get it.  When he pays attention to it slowly move the treat towards your eyes so that he is looking at you.  Say ‘Watch Me’, praise and give the treat.  Repeat, repeat, repeat.

Step 2

3. Once your dog starts to get the picture, put your hand with the treat against your chest but not at your face.  Your dog should be catching on and will look at your face.  As soon as he does praise and treat. Repeat, Repeat, Repeat.

4. Repeat this training for a minute or two every day for a few weeks.

Step 3

5. Put a treat in one hand and hold both hands out to your side.  Your dog should be tuned in to what is going on and learn this step pretty quickly.  Be patient, wait for him to look at your face, praise and treat.  Repeat the exercise but switch the treat up from hand to hand, don’t make it too predictable.

6. Vary your training, as Fido gets better, wait a little longer before rewarding the behavior.

7. Repeat the training sequence in different environments, the more you practice the faster your dog will focus on you.

FOUR ON THE FLOOR – OR- TRAINING YOUR DOG NOT TO JUMP

If you stop and think about it, Fido has probably been frequently rewarded for jumping up or pawing you.  While you make think you are pushing him off of you, he thinks he is getting attention.  You may reach down and pet or pick him up when he demands attention one time, then get irritated when he jumps on you the next time.  Now, who is being unreasonable in that situation?  Not Fido…….

Off-Leash Jump

1. As soon as you detect the jump cross your arms over your chest and turn sideways and away from the dog.  You are offering a smaller target and have changed the dynamics of what Fido was up to.  Do not look at or touch him while he is jumping, just continue to turn away until he stops.

2. When he stops and stands still or sits, calmly praise and reward.  If the behavior repeats so do you.  It will take a number of repetitions over a period of days for Fido to understand.  To really be effective, friends and family all have to cooperate.

3. One training method to a calmer homecoming (remember, you’ve been gone 5 minutes but it seemed an eternity to Fido) is to totally ignore him until he is calm.  You just keep walking and totally ignore the bad behavior.  He will calm down, and that’s what gets rewarded.

On-Leash Jump

1. With Fido on the leash, have a training partner start walking towards you.  As soon as he jumps up, you stand still and your partner backs up out of reach.  Don’t say anything or jerk on the leash.  As soon as Fido calms down, restart the exercise.  It usually only takes 3 or 4 repetitions until he understands and will remain standing or even sit.  Reward and praise.

2. Remember that it will take a number of repetitions with different people on different days for this to really sink in.

LOOSE LEASH WALKING

Why does your dog pull on his leash?  Very simple, when he does you follow and he gets to go where he wants: the perfect example of rewarding bad behavior.  To teach Loose Leash Walking with a dog that has already learned to pull will take a lot of patience on your part.  Teaching a young dog to walk on a loose leash will also take a lot of patience on your part, because if you’re not patient he will learn to pull.

1. Have lots of treats ready in a place where you can easily get to them.

2. Hold your leash loosely in either hand and place your hand about where your belt buckle would be.  Have a treat ready to give Fido.  Start facing your dog with a great treat in your hand.  Start walking backwards calling Fido to you and giving the treat while he is with you.  Stop and repeat this several times.  You are teaching that you are the fun one to be with.

3. After several repetitions of step 2, start walking and encourage Fido to follow.  When he is at your side and the leash is loose give a treat and praise while you are walking – don’t stop!  

· Keep praising and give another treat if he stays with you.   Early in training reward Fido liberally.  Give a treat every few steps if he is with you.  As he gets better decrease the frequency of the treats and vary the interval you give them.  Take 3 steps and treat; take 8 steps then treat and so on. 

· Keep walking and add a change of direction if the leash stays loose.

4. When you feel the leash go tight stop all forward movement and do not say anything.  Let Fido stand there and pull, he will eventually stop and look back at you.  When he does say ‘Yes’ or ‘Good’; call him to you, give a treat and start walking again.  As long as he is with you praise and pay attention to him, give another treat while walking.  Don’t skimp on the rewards at this point.  Being with you has to be much more interesting than wherever it was he was pulling you to.  Gradually require more forward steps on a loose leash before treating again.  If he tightens the leash again repeat step 3.  

5. Add a change of direction and give Fido a cue such as ‘with me’ or ‘this way’ when you do.  You may add a light tug on the leash in the direction you want to go.  Be sure when he is performing his job correctly he never gets surprised (punished) with a sharp tug because you changed direction without warning.

· You are teaching that nothing happens when Fido pulls, he does not get to go where he wants, in fact he goes nowhere.  Good things (treats and praise) happen when he is walking on a loose leash

· . Your goal is to teach him to walk the perimeter of his leash without pulling.  Once you accomplish this, you can then teach him to heel (walk at your side) if you like.

LEARNING SIT

5. Start with Fido standing.  Hold a treat in front of his nose and slowly move your hand back and over the top of his head.  Do not say anything! Do not say ‘Sit’!  Not yet, anyway.  The basic premise is: head goes up and his butt goes down.

6. At first he may just raise his head, it is OK to reward that behavior.  Then withhold the reward until he gets closer and closer to what we are asking him to do.

7. If his feet come off the ground you are probably holding the treat too high.  If he backs up you may be moving too fast.  Just remove the treat, take a few steps away and try it again.  Don’t correct Fido right now, he’s not really doing anything wrong he is just trying to figure out what it is we want.  When he gets it, you will almost see the light bulb go off.

8. As soon as he sits praise and reward.  After a few repetitions add the command ‘Sit’ as soon as he hits the ground.

9. After a few more repetitions, you can give the command as he starts to sit rather than waiting.  As you practice over the next week you move the command earlier in the process because he knows what you are asking him to do.
THE ‘DOWN’ COMMAND

1. Start with Fido sitting calmly, he can either be at your side or in front.  Hold the treat right in front of his nose and slowly move it STRAIGHT down towards the ground (a common mistake is to move the treat away from the dog rather than straight down).  You can say his name to get his attention – but don’t say anything else.  At this point, silence is golden.

2. As he crouches to stay close to the treat, while holding the treat just above the ground slowly move it away from him.  As he follows the reward with his nose he will lower his body to the ground.  As soon as his belly hits the ground, keep your hand in position and let him have the treat.  He may be very hesitant at first.  You may have to reward the ‘crouch’, then as he gets more confident wait until he lies down.

3. Once he is going down easily with this motion, add the ‘down’ command.

4. Be sure to reward Fido while he is still lying down, not after he gets up.

5. Add the hand signal, hold the treat exactly the same way you did for the sit signal, except turn it palm down.  As you lower the treat toward the ground Fido will see your hand held flat and parallel to the ground.  He will associate the hand signal with the command and will eventually respond to the hand signal only.

TRAINING HINT: TEACHING YOUR DOG TO COME ON COMMAND

This is a behavior that will be used over and over throughout your dog’s life, in order to get a reliable response from Fido 

 there are some very important things to keep in mind.  First – never call your dog to you to correct or punish him, coming to you should be one of the best things he can do.  If you need to correct the dog – you go to him.  Secondly – like all commands – never call him to you unless you are in a position to enforce the command.  You will seriously undermine all your training if you stand and call repeatedly for Fido to come to you.  If he does not come when called, you calmly go get him and praise him for letting you put his leash on.  Don’t get angry with him once you have caught him because that will just make it harder next time and may make him afraid of punishment.  Why let someone catch you just to be mad at you?

TEACHING THE ‘COME’ COMMAND

1. Start with your dog relaxed on the leash, start backing up and call Fido to you with his name.  You can pat your legs or use other visual cues.  Reward and praise when he comes to you.  Make sure he comes up close, you should not have to reach out to pet or feed him.

2. Repeat the exercise 4 or 5 times.  Once he starts responding reliably add the ‘come’ command.  Say, ‘Fido, come.’ And repeat the exercise.  Only give the command one time, it must be clear and distinct.  Remember that it is ‘Come’ (or word of your choice) not ‘come, come, cooommmeeee, COME.’

3. In the beginning don’t say the word unless your dog is already on his way to you, you must pair the behavior you want with the word while he is doing it in order for him to really understand what it is you are asking.

PRACTICE – LONG LINE RECALL FOR TEACHING ‘COME’ COMMAND

4. Attach a long line to Fido’s collar, let him walk around and explore.  When he is no longer paying attention to you start moving backwards and call him to you.  Reward and praise when he gets there.  Repeat the exercise multiple times during the week.

THE ‘WAIT’ COMMAND

The wait command has a multitude of uses and should become one of your most frequently used.  Using this command can help keep your dog safe (‘wait’ when you open the car door or front door at home) and will go a long way towards making him a polite dog (‘wait’ to eat when you put down the food bowl)

1. Difference between ‘wait’ and ‘stay’.  Wait is a pause; it is a short-term behavior.  ‘Stay’ is do not move 1 inch until I tell you, it may be 30 seconds or 30 minutes.

2. Start out with your dog sitting calmly at your side.  Put gentle upward pressure with the leash, while you pivot and stand in front of your dog.  If he stays seated slowly return to his side, reward and praise.  If he gets up to come to you, calmly return to where you started, sit him and try again.

3. When you can move away and he stays in place, add the command ‘Wait’ and repeat.

4. Best place to practice – in an interior doorway at home.  Walk up to the doorway and pause, tell Fido to ‘wait’ and start to go through the door.  If he follows you block him with your body so he can’t go through the doorway.  When he stops trying to get through repeat the command and move away.  If he follows, repeat.  When he pauses and lets you move through; stop on the other side, pause, then release and praise.

5. Next best time to practice: during feeding. (Note: use your judgment if you have a food aggressive dog, do not put yourself in a position to be bitten).  Have your food bowl ready and when your dog is calm give the wait command and move the bowl towards the floor.  If he moves for the food lift the bowl back up, wait for him to quiet, and move the food bowl towards the floor.  You may have to body block or turn away just like you do with ‘four on the floor’.  As Fido gains understanding of this command he will soon learn that the faster he sits and waits the sooner he will get to eat.  Using the wait command consistently at feeding times reinforces that you are the leader and he only gets to eat when you say so.  He is then immediately rewarding for doing the right thing because he gets to eat.

6. Using ‘wait’ at the car door.  When getting Fido out of the car, as you open the car door give the ‘wait’ command.  Use the car door and his leash to control him and prevent him from jumping out.  Once he calms down and you can fully open the door give the release command and let him get out.

‘LEAVE IT’ 

1. Place several treats on the ground where Fido can see them, if he goes for them don’t correct him, just keep his leash short enough so that he can’t reach them.

2. When he looks away from the food or slackens the leash by moving towards you, say ‘Yes’ and reward with a higher value treat.  Walk several steps away from the treat on the ground.

3. Start over and try it again, as he looks away add the ‘Leave It’ command, reward and praise.

4. As he learns this step, you should be able to walk towards the treat, give the ‘Leave it’ command and have him continue walking with you.  If he lunges towards the food simply stop walking and repeat from step 2.

5. Remember when training Leave It – Fido can never have the treat you are asking him to leave.  When you are done training pick up the treat and put it away.
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