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Tackling Tricks
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What builds brain power, exercises your dog, and is guaranteed fun for the both of you? Trick training! Young or old, big or small, dogs enjoy trick training. Molly, my Jack Russell Terrier, and I have trained for many different canine activities, but trick training remains our favorite. Done in short sessions, it gives your dog the attention that he deserves and the mental and physical stimulation he craves. Through the need for mutual cooperation, trick training builds a better bond between you and your dog. It also teaches your dog how to think, how to puzzle out solutions, and best of all, how to have fun with you. Seeing your dog thinking—trying to figure out what the silly human is asking him to do—is the best part of trick training. The AH-HA moment is priceless.

There are several rules you must follow to ensure that trick training is successful. One of the most important is that you must mark the exact moment your dog performs the action you are trying to teach him. To mark the moment, you can use a clicker or a particular word, such as yes. Whatever you choose, work on getting your timing down, so you mark the action you need for the trick. While training Molly to growl on command, I happened to say “Yes” right as she was growling and backing up. Now when I ask her to growl, she backs up too!

Here are eight other important rules for trick training.

1. Choose the right treats. Don’t be tempted to use your dog’s dinner kibble; find a treat that will really motivate him (such as cheese, chicken, or hot dogs), and use it only for trick training. Cut or break the treat into small pieces.

2. Understand the trick thoroughly. Read all the directions before you begin a trick, and make certain that you really understand them before you start training. Be sure to study the photos accompanying each trick in this book.

3. Assemble all the components you need for the trick beforehand. Have the treats handy so you can quickly reward a job well done. If you need any props (such as a blanket or a leash), make sure you have them ready as well.

4. Train in short sessions. Learn how long your dog will stay focused during a training session, and quit each lesson while you are ahead.

5. Fade the lure quickly. If you use a lure (a treat) to motivate your dog in the beginning, be sure to fade the lure as soon as possible. Once he understands the trick, use treats less and less often, until you no longer need a lure at all.

6. Break the trick down, if necessary. If you get stuck, try dividing the trick into smaller steps, and make the sessions shorter until you get a breakthrough.

7. End on a positive note. Happy dogs learn better. End the session with something your dog performs well so you can give him an enthusiastic “Yes!” and a big reward.

8. Most of all, be patient and have fun!
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Gracious Greetings
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What is friendlier than a welcoming handshake (or pawshake) or a wave hello? Your dog can learn to do both in no time. Traditionally, shake was taught by grabbing a dog’s leg and pumping it up and down. Instead, use a treat to lure your dog to lean to one side so his paw naturally comes up on its own. The wave builds on the shake.
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Shake

Have your dog sit in front of you. Put a treat in your right hand, and hold your hand directly in front of his nose. Slowly move your hand to the right. He will follow the treat’s scent with his body, which will unbalance him, causing him to lift his right leg off the ground. Gently take his leg in your left hand, say “Yes,” and give him the treat (Shake 1). Repeat luring with the treat in your hand until your dog begins to anticipate what you are doing. Now, instead of luring with a treat in your right hand, offer your left hand to him, palm up (Shake 2). Most dogs understand that you still want to handle their paws. Now you can name, or label, the trick shake for the dog. Before you know it, just saying “Shake” will have your dog giving you his paw.
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Molly’s Tip [image: image]

Don’t hold the treat too far away when you lure us to lift a paw, or we will be tempted to lunge forward instead of leaning sideways. And some of us are left-pawed, so if your dog seems to have trouble, try getting him to lift his left paw instead of his right.
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Wave

For the wave, start with your dog sitting in front of you. Warm him up by reminding him how to shake. This time, move your hand up higher than you usually do for shake so your dog is reaching up to get to your hand. When he swipes at it, tell him “Yes” and give him a treat. Once your dog is reaching up, you can label his movement wave (Wave 1). The hand signal for wave is made with your palm tilted downward and your fingers curled up (Wave 2); a wiggle of the fingers signals wave. Once your dog understands wave, move from standing or kneeling in front of him to doing so beside him. Take it slowly, and go back to a previous step if necessary. In the end, you want to stand by his side so you both can wave hello to your adoring fans.
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Take It or Leave It
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Take it and leave it are two basic cues your dog needs to know before he can move on to the more complicated tricks. They involve training him to take any object you ask him to and, conversely, to resist snatching up even the most tempting treat until you give your permission. Take the tissue is a fun trick to teach after your dog learns the take it cue.
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Take It

The first step is an easy one: just put a treat in your hand, and as you show the treat to your dog, say “Take it” (Take it 1). Repeat several times, presenting the treat and telling him to “Take it” each time. Your dog will soon associate the phrase take it with taking the treat from your hand. Now find a small toy or stuffed animal your dog plays with. Hold it in your hand as you did the treat, and ask him to “Take it.” If he ignores it, give it a shake. The second he takes it (Take it 2), give him a lot of praise and treats. Train him to take a variety of objects, from a set of keys to his leash.
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Leave It

Start off with your dog sitting in front of you. Have a treat in each hand, close your fingers around them, then place your right hand on your chest and your left hand behind your back. Move your closed right hand in front of your dog’s nose, and say “Leave it.” He will sniff, lick, and possibly paw at your hand. The second he stops trying to get the treat and either looks at you or backs away, say “Yes” and give him the treat in your left hand. Continue doing this until he knows to leave the hand holding the treat in front of him (the right one) alone.

Once he ignores your closed right hand, say “Leave it” as you open that hand to expose the treat in front of him. If he lunges for the food, close your hand so he can’t get it. Don’t say anything, just wait until he looks at you (Leave it 1), then say “Yes” and give him a treat from your left hand. Your dog must learn that even with the food exposed, leave it means he must not take the treat. Once he is able to leave the treat when it is exposed in your hand, you can lower the treat to the floor and ask him to “Leave it” (Leave it 2). If your dog lunges toward the treat, block him with your hand so he understands this is the same trick, just in a new position. Now, instead of giving him a treat from your left hand, you can say “Yes” and let him eat the treat on the floor as his reward.
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Take the Tissue

Here’s a trick that utilizes the take it cue. Begin with a tissue in your hand, and tell your dog “Take it” (Take the tissue 1). Any touch of the tissue should be rewarded. Work up to the point at which he grabs the tissue in his mouth. Once he is eagerly taking the tissue, introduce the tissue box. Pull a tissue out of the box, and fold it several times to make it easier for him to grab. Reinsert it in the box loosely so your dog can pull it out with ease. Now hold the box, and say “Take the tissue.” When he does so, say “Yes” and give him a big treat.

Now that he knows how to take the tissue, you want to have him bring it to you. Place the tissue on the floor close to you. Ask him to “Take it,” and put your hand out to receive it. The second it is in your hand, say “Yes” and give him a treat. Now begin to place the tissue farther away from you, gradually increasing the distance. If your dog drops the tissue before bringing it to you, remind him to take it, and only give him a treat when the tissue is in your hand.

Once he understands how to bring the tissue to you, use double-sided tape to secure the tissue box to the floor, then pull a tissue part-way out of it. Stay close to the box, shake the tissue, and encourage your dog to take it. Put your hand out for the tissue, and when he gives it
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