OBEDIENCE TRAINING METHODS

NOTES FROM THE CULTURE CLASH by Jean Donaldson

SIT

1.Place a treat in palm of hand and hold with thumb. Get him to follow the food hand (targeting). Now lure dog by drawing hand above dog=s head still bum hits ground. CLICK or YES give REWARD. REPEAT (no command to be given). This hand movement paves the way for hand signals for sit.

2.Place food reward in your pocket or other hand behind your back. Use the empty hand as a target raise above dog=s head hand is now a signal. As bum hits ground YES & REWARD with a bigger treat from the other hand. This stage is vital for reinforcing that this behaviour produces a reward although it is out of sight. If the dog balks at the empty hand - don=t give in a place food back into it! 

3. Introduce a reinforcement schedule eg 3 out of 4 rewarded till only 50% are rewarded.

4. Start raising the criteria - select only the better performances that are quicker, neater etc.

5. Introduce the SIT command just before the hand signal. YES & REWARD. REPEAT

6. Command SIT and wait 20-30 seconds with treat out of sight. Reward on sit. Repeat.

    If the dog does not respond within 30 secs go back a stage or two. Reward all sits till dog

    is confident then decrease the number of rewards and raise the criteria again.

7.Remain on the verbal SIT and reward till dog is 100%. Gradually go down to 50% rewards

   Randomise rewards and only reward best performances. 

Rule of thumb - whenever you increase difficulty of ex gp back to 100% reward till perfect

                           Then go down to 50% reward. Later an even lower reward rate is reached..

                           Now proof the training.

PROOFING means you increase the dog=s reliability by

a) increase distractions

b) vary locations

c) vary orientation and distance from dog

d) command discrimination - this can only be done later when other commands have been      trained.

DOWN

1. Sit on the floor with a treat in one hand, bend one knee making a tunnel through which to entice the dog. Lure him under the leg as he lies down YES & TREAT. Repeat several times. Sit on the floor (no tunnel) and see if he will offer a sit.

2. 2. As he targets the food move your hand down between his front paws keeping the food covered until he is in a down. Immediately YES & TREAT. Ignore other behaviours. Now get the dog doing pushups from the stand to down (create muscle memory). 

3. Start removing the food target. Show the dog the empty hand ( food in other hand or in pocket). With empty hand give hand signal to down - palm to the ground. Now wait. If the dog downs YES & TREAT if he doesn=t mark with AH!AH! Walk away and try again. Your aim is to get the dog to down for the empty hand a swell as the food hand.

4.Start rewarding less often . Make the dog do 2 or 3 pushups for one treat.

5. Now introduce he down command before giving the hand signal - the command now becomes the predictor of the hand signal and associated behaviour.

6. Verbal command/hand signal/correct response/intermittent reward. Now wait after giving the verbal command. Reward every time to start off with and gradually become random with rewards.

INTER-COMMAND DISCRIMINATION   - HIGH SCHOOL LEVEL

Inter-command discrimination is taxing for animals and becomes more taxing as more commands are trained.

Only a correct response on the first try gets rewarded.

If a dog does not correctly carry out the verbal command there are four options :-

1. Mark the behaviour (Ah!Ah! Or Too bad!) And bail dog out by giving a second command and rewarding when you get the correct response.  This not the best option as dog can wait for the extra help but can be okay for a total beginner dog. Little pressure on dog.

2.Mistake is marked (Ah!ah!) - time out but keep the flow of training going. Use this method if no improvement is gained in option 1 and the dog guesses a lot.

3. Mark the mistake and prompt the right response but withhold the reward. Tougher on the dog. Can lose dogs that are not highly motivated.

4. To ignore the incorrect response. But when on a reinforcement schedule already,-  you must then praise the dog when he offers the correct response but no food reward is given.

Experiment with the particular dog and switch strategies if necessary.

When training the commands always vary the sequences as they learn patterns very quickly.

NB A standard must be set that each command must be right first time!!!

ELEMENTARY STAY (Sit & Down) PRE-PRIMARY SCHOOL ( LEVEL1)

When the dog is in the required position hold the treat a couple of feet away at dog=s head height and snatch it away (Ah!Ah!) At the first sign of movement. Repeating this tends to get the dog to freeze - then immediately reward. The first evidence of freezing must be immediately rewarded. At first only expect 1 second then bump up to 5-10 seconds provided he does not move. The whole idea is to tempt him to move only to mark it as an error and get a deliberate attempt not to move. Exquisite timing of marking the instant of breaking position and holding position are vital. In the down the dog often wants to sit when the handler stands upright so practise rewarding from the upright posture.

Make a clear distinction between mark and reward for holding the stay and the release from the stay. The release is a signal that the exercise is over and he may move again. Have a formal release word _ OKAY or FREE

STAY

1. Command to sit or down

2. Dog sits or downs

3. Praise

4.Command to stay

5. Dog stays or breaks

6. Trainer rewards or marks a mistake

7. If dog holds position trainer releases stay or does another few seconds - if dog is wrong

     repeat the ex.

Only give the STAY command once.
This method is new to the dog as it is no longer targeting the food to win.

NB Start proofing this ex by:-

 practising stays in different areas.

stand in different positions in relation to your dog

vary the kind of reward

ADrop@ the reward on the ground - make sure to snatch it away if the dog breaks his

 position - be quick to mark the mistake. Re-command the position & repeat until

 the dog freezes with the dropping of the food. Reward the self control.

Test the stay at feeding time

ELEMENTARY STAND

The dog invariably takes a step forward when coming out of a sit or down. Hold the target(treat) near his nose and move it away from him in a horizontal motion. If the stay has been taught he may freeze - back to targeting!

3 Methods

1. Body prompt is a gentle finger in dog=s groin- lift upwards

2. Verbal prompt - to unlock him from a freeze/stay use release word - reduce prompt

3. Waiting for the rewardable response.

There may be a temporary regression in your stay

Practise stand from the down - create muscle memory (push ups) using lure

Place food in pocket and hand signal with empty hand -reward all correct responses then go down to 50% reward schedule. Only when the dog is working reliably on hand signals is the verbal command introduced.

1. Verbal command Astand@ ( wait one full second)

2. hand signal and/or food lure

3. Dog stands

4. Click and reward.

Work on one movement at a time before combining them and randomising them.

COMMAND DISCRIMINATION   - HIGH SCHOOL LEVEL

Once the above is achieved and sit ,down and stand is achieved in random order for verbal commands - remove the hand signals.

Basic training recipe:- a) dog gets it right - click and reward

            
Wrong - no reward mark (Ah!Ah!) & repeat ex

b) reliable responses then go on reward schedule

c) raise the standards

NB Keep the flow of training going - if he is inattentive and not even trying, you=ve lost him and your training is not going anywhere.

INTRODUCING DISTANCE TO POSITIONS  - COLLEGE LEVEL

The dog has to learn that commands and reward still work from a distance. Set a standard that the dog can already achieve sometimes ie. Work up close but vary the command picture - vary the location of training, trainers position to the dog , posture etc. Make him do position changes from sitting in a chair, lying on the ground, give commands with your back to him, do the positions with him in his crate and flip him the food from these different places. When all these things can be done distance comes more easily!

When you start introducing distance the dog often tends to creep forward so prevent this mechanically. Put him in his crate or use a frame or behind a fence , on a step, tie him to a pole on his leash. The dog learns that he can make you approach and reward him by correct responses to commands no matter what the picture is. 

Increase distance gradually by only stepping back one pace at a time after a correct sequence of commands. Dogs often experience difficulty at 8-10 feet - after this the transition is smoother.

Whenever he gets the command right go up to him and reward if not approach him and prompt the correct response and no reward.  NB Do not hold signals or give extra commands. Randomise the order of positions as dogs learn pattern quickly. Do not remove the barrier until he is perfect - if you allow creeping in early training it tends

to be permanently stamped in. Don=t shoot yourself in the foot!

STAYS   PRIMARY SCHOOL ( LEVEL 2)

The goal is for the dog to stay for 20-30 seconds while handler circles dog.

Give the position command, take a small step to one side. Watch the dog intently and give the no reward mark the instant his butt moves off the ground. If the position is held then pivot back in front of him and reward. Then move 2 steps away. If he moves go back to 1 step again before trying 2 steps.

Gradually work up to the level of being able to circle him without the dog moving a foot - head rotations only allowed. You might need to take half steps behind the dog as they are often disturbed with you behind them.

NB Dogs fall apart because trainers lack the discipline to train gradually enough.

Start proofing. Different venues and brining in various mild distractions.

STAYS HIGH SCHOOL (LEVEL3)

The goal is to hold a stay for a minute or two at 30 feet. NB There are 2 parameters now duration and distance. These must be perfected separately before combining.

1.  Remain very close and start increasing the length of stay. 30-45 -60 sec etc.

If he breaks - do shorter duration Always end a training session on a successful note!

It may take several sessions to work up to 2 minutes

2. Put it on a schedule (rewards) and tackle distance next.

3. To train distance do Abungee@ stays. Got to a distance of about 6 feet and immediately return to the dog to reward him. If he breaks mark the error and try again. If he breaks again then do an easier one ie shorter. With some dogs only do the ex once before lowering the std if they are easily lost. Don=t let the dog get frustrated or quit but also challenge him enough to keep him in the game.

When the dog is able to do 2 minutes at 30 feet put it on schedule/ vary locations

STAYS -  COLLEGE (LEVEL 4)

The goal now is to hold stays with  heavier distractions - other dogs close by, ball rolling past, child patting dog=s head. Start with the distractions at a fair distance at first and bring them in closer. NB Reward after each and every distraction refusal. Handler must also start by being in close proximity to the dog and increase distance and then duration. 

Other distractions eg handler jump in air few feet away from the dog NB Time the correction mark exactly on his first sign of moving. As the dog becomes more stable increase the amount of distraction eg dancing / crouching down and jumping up/ sneeze/ drum the floor/lie on the floor etc

Now get the dog used to your going up to him to stroke/touch him without moving. If he is steady then get someone else to do this (must be a sociable dog). Vary the people that approach. Go to different locations with heavier distractions eg beach / shopping mall.

