TRACKING – JOANNE PLUM

It is vital to keep a log of every track you do. 

The proper terrain to start on is either plough or shortish grass 5-8cm long.

Grass is the more difficult terrain for the handler. It has been found that dogs find it easier to adapt from plough to grass that visa versa.

After laying a track go over the layout in your mind and then record the pattern and markers – all details. Record the mood of the dog as he approached the track as well as his behaviour on track. Normally the less body movement in the dog the more intense he is.

THE SCENT PAD

Let the pup/dog watch the scent pad being laid. Two feet by 2 feet square and well trampled. Place 12-15 pieces of food on the area. The dog has to associate scented /trampled area with food or rewards.

Keep the dog calm on approaching it. Throw a piece of food into the middle of the pad with no pointing to it. The handler must do nothing – be a pole!. If the dog tries to move more than 4-6 feet away just restrain the dog but remain still and quiet. Pull the dog out and gently away before he finishes all the food. This is to increase his drive/keenness for the next attempt. 

1. Scent discrimination. The dog has to discriminate between the two types of ground.  Trampled ground means food – clean ground means NO food.

2. Teach containment . Psychologically the dog has to learn to remain calm and focused to concentrate on the track. Excessive movement tires the dog so we need to minimise all movement.

3. Scent Pad 
Teaches the loss of track indication. The handler has to observe the dog’s body language when moving on and off the scent pad to see the differnces the dog will show.

4. Independent Problem Solving.
He must learn to recover the scent/track without help from the handler.

SCENT PAD SCENARIOS

Only have one piece of food in the hand to throw on to the SP so that the dog does not look up at you for more.. If the dog is distracted or looks to handler – DON’T say or do anything. When he has got bored standing around , he will return to the scentpad. If the dog gets too hectic at the end of the leash – throw another piece of food onto the pad make sure he is watching.

The dogs have to learn to slow down and contain themselves. To ensure this keep the dog calm on your way to start the SP. Move briskly but calmly. If the dog is unattentive, walk past the scent pad and keep feeding the dog and work your way back till he is calm. If he keeps pulling ahead to get started.- keep stopping and rewarding the calm sit. . Don’t give any harsh corrections. The handler is to be quiet, clam and confident. Demand containment before allowing the dog onto the pad.






WHEN TO MOVE ONTO PROPER TRACKING

The dog must be very good, calm, contained and intense on the scent pads for at least 6 – 20 sessions before progressing.

1. Must have containment on approaching pad and during the scenting exercise.

2. He must have a clear calm understanding of the “SEEK” command.

3. Must develop calm purposeful body language and not be hectic..

4. He must show clear loss of track/scent in his body language.

Once the dog can do all of the above 4-5 times then he is ready to progress

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF TRACK LAYING.

The dog must learn to take scent from each footstep. The structure of the track through the spacing of the footsteps and it’s layout depends on the dog’s behaviour.

The First Track- should be 10-15 paces I length with a conventional scent pad at the start (2 ft x 2ft). Step forward off the scent pad placing the feet one behind the other in a line, and bait every footstep.





The faster dogs need bigger spaces between each footstep and close paces for calmer dogs.

Place the food in the toe portion of the footstep. A good dog will scan the foot step from heel to toe and be rewarded there. With fast tracking dogs, two pieces of food can be placed in each step at heel and toe in order to slow them down. Try to find the best length of stride for your dog to get a nice rhythmic movement on moving forward.. Gradually space the feet till a normal walking pattern is achieved.





At the end of the track leave a jackpot of 4-6 pieces of food in the last footprint.

FIRST TRACK WITH THE DOG.

Keep your dog at your side while on approaching the pad. Stop 2-3 feet away from the pad pause, feed and hold him there. If he is calm allow him onto the pad. While he is searching the pad stay close to him. If he does not start off automatically on the track just make a small step in that direction to help but No pointing. Stay level with his front shoulder. Do not speak or help him. Praise him calmly when he is eating the food at the end.. If en route the dog moves slightly off the track and recovers it , it is okay. This is part of the learning and is self rewarded when he gets back on track. Only restrain him if he tries to move too far off track (more that 4 feet). Do Not try steering him. Before he has finished all the food at the end gently drag him away. He must end wanting to do more. Crate him to think about what he has just done. And you go to fill in your records.

1. Was he calm and contained?

2. Was the track constructed properly with big enough gap between the feet? Too close or too far apart?

3. Was your handling smooth and effective?

4. Was the dog’s drive level high enough – hungry enough or too hungry?

Refer to this log before planning your next track.

Continue on these short straight tracks with very few distractions. If he misses occasional pieces of food it’s okay- but he should still scent each and every footstep.

Once the dog is working rhythmically and calmly then extend the length of the tracks gradually till they are 50-60 paces in length. When they are exact and intense then curves /serpentines are introduced.

THE HECTIC DOG

If there is lots of movement and lack of concentration – do more scent pads. Reinforce the calmness and containment. Make sure that he is not too hungry to create this hectic behaviour by  giving him a small feed just before going on track. He must be just hungry enough to be motivated forward. and be able to concentrate. For the fast or hectic dog make sure that your foot steps are spaced further apart on track and place 2 pieces of food in each foot step (heel and toe). Also try doing multiple scent pads before a track to settle him. Pad /step/pad/step/pad then track to the side. He then stumbles upon the track at the third pad. This can help calm the dog.






HECTIC DOG (cont)

If he is hectic on getting out of the car – put him in a down stay. Don’t look at him. Keep your vice calm. Return to him when he is calm. Feed him and continue onto the track.

If you are sure that he understands the difference between disturbed and undisturbed ground continue onto serpentines



Serpentines also help slow down the hectic dog.

THE DISINTERESTED DOG

If they are not high in food drive – try soaking the kibble/use different foods eg cheese, dried liver.etc Have the dog hungry by only feeding half his meal the night before and then his breakfast goes on track. Make the tracking the highlight of the day, by taking him out for a walk afterwards or by playing ball. Reserve petting and praise for the end of the track. Sometimes doing serpentines is more interesting and challenging for the dog, and motivates him more.

HANDLING

As the dog becomes more steady and sure on straight tracks, give him more leash and space to work. Drop back no more than 8-10 feet. Try to avoid having any tension on the leash as this tends to make the dog pull forward against the tension.(and speed up). Walk as fast as you need to, to keep a slack line. Experiment with multiple scent pads before the straight track, as well as lengthening the gaps between paces to slow him. Keep control before starting the track. His tracking speed is part of his character.

FOUNDATIONS OF COMPETITIVE TRACKING

Serpentines are a series of half circles along a straight line. Introduce these early in your training. Serpentines that lead all over the place makes the dog loose the sense of moving forward so stick to serpentines on a central line. You want him methodically moving forward and slowing down.

Serps motivate the disinterested dog. IT challenges the intense dog and keeps it concentrating.

Keep footsteps even and regular with food in every step. NB Must be fully baited. You want him to solve his own problems.

TURNS

Once the dog is doing a good 75-100m serpentine introduce 90’ turns/corners. On your first 90’ corner track shorten the track by about 20 paces. Walk a normal serpentine, then do about 10 paces in a straight line before the turn. Two steps prior to the turn there must be NO FOOD. If normal paces are 12”apart then make the first step to the right further away at about 18” with the RIGHT foot. The next(left) footstep is only halfway down the right foot step – then back to normal spacing of steps.                                

                                                           18”




                             12”



After the corner continue on for another 20 paces and then end with 4-6 pieces of food in the last step.. Jump away in the opposite direction from which you will remove the dog off the track. The next day do the track in the opposite direction and for a few weeks - do this alternating of corners.

The dog must work independently of the handler.

CHALLENGES

Difficulties are introduced while there is still food in every footstep, whether it is a ditch, a road  or a crosstrack. If the dog panics when encountering difficulties go back a step until he gains more confidence. Although there may be a moment of concern on encountering a difficulty  the food pulls them through it. As soon as the dog is doing serpentines of 50-75 paces with one Right turn begin training challenges.

Design the tracks to bring them through with calmness and carefulness. This variety of challenges de-emphasises the visual cues of working on dirt/plough and teaches him to rely more on his nose.

Start with slight changes in the terrain.eg slightly harder dirt/plough. His calm behaviour under stress with these challenges is more important than the polish and efficiency at this stage. .Gradually increase the level of the difficulties of the challenges so that he does not lose composure. Lay tracks that cross over grass, dirt, roads .ditches furrows – remember to do diagonal or oblique crossings through these obstacles. Only introduce a challenge half way down a leg to allow him the settle. Initially, no more than 2 challenges per track. Once you are sure that he doesn’t leave the tracks encountering these obstacles then he is ready to be introduced to Crosstracks.

Crosstracks The easiest crosstracks are the old ones from a day or two before. So lay a fresh tracks crossing over the older tracks. When skilled at this get a helper to lay a fresh crosstrack. Still keep food in every footstep ( none on the crosstrack). The dog might headcheck the crosstrack but will ignore it. He learns to disregard what his eyes see and rely on his nose more.

The Step Over - This is a step to the side changing the line of the track, but to keep the dog moving forward.





The first step over – only do ½ a pace/ step to the side with only ½ a step forward with the next foot. forward.




Later the stepover starts next to the last footstep of the entrance leg. Increase the space of the stepover as the dog improves.





We are looking for :-

1. An increase in the dog’s skill and confidence levels, when encountering difficulties.

2. Consistent performance in the level of composure and calmness during the increase in difficulties.

ARTICLES

These are introduced off the track. You don’t allow the dog to get nervous by introducing something totally different on track. Start teaching this in your backyard. Do several repetitions of 5-6 articles in a session.  A single behaviour is being taught at a time.

NB A good response is required of the Down and Stay commands – so if you are still training this do not introduce the articles until the Down and stay is mastered.

Place 5 or so articles on the ground. Place a piece of food on top of each article. (Never under it as this teaches the dog to worry the article). Walk the dog on aleashup to the article and call his attention to it. He will eat the food on top of the article. When done, tell him to DOWN or signal him to do so with a piece of food. Do NOT use compulsion. The article must be a rewarding , calming, stress free place for him to be.  Once down, praise him calmly and then place several more pieces of food on top of the article.. Then release him. Lead him onto the next article and repeat the procedure. Soon he will down and wait for more food to be fed to him.. Use a variety of articles – wood, cloth, leather, plastic etc. 

At the same time get him to down in the proper orientation to the article ie with it between his forelegs.. Also introduce the actions that will occur at this time – ie. manipulate the collar and leash, hold the article up in the air for the judge to see. Keep him calmly in the stay and keep feeding him on the ground once you have removed the article.( never let him feed directly from your hand.) When this article indication is flawless and automatic do you introduce and article on track at the end.  Go back to placing a piece of food on top of the article and come up to him quickly to reward and check that the down is correct. After removing the article and holding it up, reward the dog on the ground with a couple of pieces of food again.

REMOVING FOOD FROM THE TRACK

Once the dog can handle all difficulties/challenges with calmness - then start by leaving 8-10 pieces of food out in total (randomly ) from the footsteps. When the dog remains calm after missing the food in one step then that can be increased to two steps consecutive steps void of drops. (also randomly along the track). Make sure that these omissions are NOT near corners or turns. 



                        8-10 steps

                        NO food


                                                                                           8-10 steps

                                                                                             NO food


Once they are used to these gaps of baiting then progress to Serpentines. Leaving 8-10 footsteps with NO food on the apex of the curves.( No 90” turns on track at this stage).Bait the rest of the track. Stay close to the dog as he is likely to stray a little looking for the track. He must contain himself and work out the track for himself.. Keep the lead loose. The food on track will reward him for keeping calm and working it out. The dog self punishes by rushing of at the apex. Repeat this every day until there is no change in the dog’s speed or behaviour. The next stage is to lay a track with more of these foodless apexes. – use 5 curves in a serpentine. The first and last curves will be fully baited and the middle ones won’t have any food on their apexes. When he is coping well increase the number of unbaited gaps/intervals. There MUST still be food after every turn/corner or challenge. When weaning the Stepovers of food – omit food in the first step of the exit leg and then 2 steps as he improves in confidence. Continue until 30-40 paces are unbaited. Once this is achieved then food can be removed from the entry leg.

GRASS TRACKING

This is only difficult for the dog that has worked on plough only and not introduced to variations of terrain as challenges. When tracking in thick grass, go back to gentle ryhthmic serpentines without corners and be completely baited. Repeat whole progression as taught earlier. Then add comlpex challenges and corners as in plough training.

COMPULSION

Joanne is NOT in favour of compulsion as this creates stress and a lack of self confidence. The dog must have the confidence to work out where the track goes without interference from the handler. Don’t correct speed – use the methods mentioned earlier. A change in mood may need correcting but the dog first has to learn how to react to correction in a positive fashion.

The Introduction to compulsion

Teaching through compulsion does not ensure correct performance. Good performance comes through confidence in the dog’s own ability. Fear of reprisals or corrections from the person behind will drive a dog forward but he learns that this doesn’;t happen in competition. When the dog feels insecure, he is likely to quit. Stress inhibits learning.

Joanne believes that self confidence in the dog enables him to work out a track for himself. There is no need to correct speed but the change in dog’s mood is punishable. His failure to control his mood and calmness causes the speed. Correct the dog just before he speeds up by reading his body language .NB First the dog has to learn how to respond to it in a positive manner.

Always teach one behaviour at a time. The dog’s initial experiences of correction must happen away from the tracking field  He must be taught how to cope with the compulsion.eg in heelwork – he looses focus – pop- good behaviour and reward. The dog must always have a good understanding of what is being required in the exercise before it is fare to bring any compulsion in. He must have a strong understanding and motivation to carry out the exercise. 

When he experiences compulsion he is to learn to contain himself and concentrate on the job in hand. He is prepared for the compulsion by the activities closely associated with tracking eg the preparation and approach to the track..

Speed on track means that the dog is making mistakes. You need to introduce a command eg, EASY . This is taught off track when going for a walk or taking the dog out of the car or kennel.. When he Pulls _ EASY – Pop – and Reward when leash is slack. You want a calm slow approach to the track. He learns that to disobey EASY results in a correction/pop

Reward the dog for correctly responding to the EASY command off track. The dog MUST be confident in going forward through all challenges, terrain and acquired the ability of being able to get back on track when lost before compulsion is introduced. 

There is always some food on track when the dog receives his first correction. A loss of calmness and containment is the only thing being corrected. (shown by his body movements and style) The dog may loose the track but don’t correct it unless he has lost his intensity and change of mood. Read his body language. Command EASY  - if he does not calm himself then pop. Be sure to only give the correct strength pop according to his hardness of softness of temperament.  After correcting him DO NOT praise or encourage the dog and DO NOT show him where the track is. Support his return to work and tell him SEEK. The food on track will be sufficient reward for him.

A very confident dog may change his mood by raising his tail and wagging it. This should be corrected to settle him down again.

As soon as you are laying fairly long tracks with challenges for the dog, then the last leg should be short (15-20 paces), with food in every step – even for the experienced dog.

Complicating the picture. Don’t be reluctant to take a step back in your training if he is experiencing difficulties. If you are not in the right frame of mind  - don’t go out tracking.

Always plan the tracks carefully according to the type of terrain and the weather conditions – this determines how much bait you place on track. The more difficult the conditions the more bait goes on the track. Compulsion and weaning are interdependent. Food helps calm the dog after a correction. 

Experience and intuition plays a big part in tracking.

These notes have been compiled by Angie Brooke from Joanne’s Tracking Video tapes.
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