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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.
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