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Introduction 

Hamlet was a treasured member of my family, from the beginning of time, or so it seemed to me as an eight-year-old. He was a gentle giant of a Great Dane, who I would lie next to or right on top of, and hang out with. My four brothers and I were told of how Hamlet once stopped a baby carriage containing one of us from rolling down a hilly street when my mom turned away for a moment. And then there was the time when I was two and had “disappeared.” Hamlet seemed to understand what the frantic search was about and sniffed me out in the laundry closet taking a nap. He barked to alert the family that I had been found—a scene right out of Lassie.

I never considered training him. Me, an 85-pound, nine-year-old, train this 190-pound gentle giant? He seemed to have natural wisdom, knew what to do, and certainly seemed to know right from wrong. Hamlet was like my third parent; he took care of us.

Then Skippy came along when I was nine. Skippy was a mutt, a little black and white stray. But, best of all, Skippy was mine. It was the old story: My folks said, “You can keep this dog, if you care for it.” Because he was mine, the very first living creature that was all mine, I felt the need and responsibility to be there for him. I was all he had.

Hamlet seemed to be as attached to this little scruffy pup as I was and Skippy adored him and followed him everywhere. While Hamlet was princely, Skippy was a court jester. He made me laugh all the time. I learned my very first lesson about training dogs from Skippy. I noticed that he felt good when I was smiling and he quite obviously went through antics to get me to smile. He was aware of my emotions. When I was sad, he was sad. When I was scared, he would comfort me. But mostly, when I was happy, he was happy— very happy! It was my first lesson in the value of positive reinforcement. I realized that you can accomplish so much more with a smile than you can with anger.

I didn’t think of it as training. I was just having fun, teaching him a few tricks. The more I taught him, the smarter he became, or so it seemed. He absorbed every lesson and begged for more. There was a communication that developed with this little pup that amazed me. It was in the eyes—a knowing, understanding, and loving look.

I began training Skippy a little every day. Then, to my amazement, I noticed that Hamlet, who was always there, started imitating some of the things I was teaching Skippy. I started including him in the lessons. At eleven years old, he was slowing down a bit, but this seemed to perk him up. He was as excited as Skippy at training time. I learned that you can teach old dogs new tricks. Maybe not as many or as fast, but it can be done.

I don’t know if they had much in the way of dog training manuals in the 1950s, but Canine Boot Camp reflects the self-taught methods I discovered as a boy, and gets to the heart of it more directly. This book is more than just a dog training manual; it’s a dog training philosophy, stressing the use of positive reinforcement, rather than punishment to achieve desired results. It discusses many aspects of the canine/human relationship, including the characteristics of various breeds, as well as how to discover and deal with the personality and ability of your own dog, and much, much more.

What do a good boot camp drill instructor and a good dog trainer have in common? They both strive to produce good citizens through conditioning, practice, repetition, education, and discipline, delivered with love. Love? Yes, even the crustiest drill sergeants want to prepare their trainees for the world, as they would their own children.

We share our homes, our lives, and our love with these wonderful canine creatures; why not, using the right training methods, develop your dog into one that’s a pleasure to be with.

—Rick Caran


CHAPTER 1 
Enlistment: What Is Your Dog Like?

Taking a moment to get an idea of “who” your dog is can help you design a training program that will be effective in teaching him to fit in with your family. Finding out how your dog responds to distractions and whether toys or games motivate him may be helpful in putting together a basic training program that is easy to implement.

How Well Do You Know Your Recruit?

Breaking your training sessions down into small steps, finding out what motivates your dog, and finding out where your dog is most distracted will help you know where to start. Below are some questions you might want to ask yourself before you begin your training program.

• Is he energetic or laid back? A maniac retriever or a couch potato?

• Does he do something that you’ve always meant to put on cue but didn’t know how to?

• Is his attention span short or long? How does he respond amid distractions?

• What is his favorite treat or toy?

• Does he give up easily or does he persist until he gets the job done?

Understanding your dog’s personality and learning style is essential to enjoyably and successfully teaching him tricks or anything else. Combining an energetic dog with a fast-moving and flashy trick is exciting and invigorating not only for the dog, but also for your audience. Knowing your dog includes knowing what motivates him. Finding just the right kind of treat, toy, or game will help your dog associate training with fun and help your training program be a success.

Energy Level 

Some dogs are couch potatoes; others run circles around us all day. Differences in breed, temperament, and personality all come into play when designing a successful training program. Living with your dog makes you the expert when it comes to knowing the ins and outs of her personality and just what will work for her. Paying attention to how active your dog is can help you learn about her personality and help you train and teach.

Highly Active

Active dogs love active training because they make the most of natural behaviors, such as spinning, jumping, barking, and pawing. When dogs have this much energy, take advantage of their abilities and teach appropriate tricks and training regiments.

However, high-energy dogs get overstimulated easily, and do best in short, concise training sessions with clear goals in mind. If you don’t push high-energy dogs to work for long periods, they will fall in love with learning.

Less Active

Lower-energy dogs may be harder to get moving until they figure out what you want them to do. These dogs are thinkers, and they like to know where you’re going with all this. Go slowly with your dog. Try to keep your sessions short, because such dogs often bore easily and hate repeating things too many times in a row. Training before a meal (using unique treats as rewards) often perks them up and lets you get a good session in.

Medium-energy dogs are the easiest to work with because they allow you to make a lot of mistakes and be less organized. They don’t mind repeating things over and over, and they are patient with you when you make mistakes or haven’t planned out what you are trying to teach. Dogs with moderate energy levels are laid back and fun, turning their energy on like a rocket booster when they need to, but generally going along with whatever you’re doing.

Personality 

Ask yourself some questions about your dog’s personality traits to discover where to begin your training program. It can save a lot of time if you start training your dog in an environment that isn’t so distracting that he can’t pay attention. An outgoing dog will love tricks that he can perform in a crowd, while a wallflower may prefer performing at a bit of a distance. Teaching your dog where he is most relaxed and least distracted, or worried, will help him be successful.

Social Temperament

A dog that is easily distracted by her friendliness around people will benefit from training sessions that start somewhere quiet, then quickly move on to involve the distractions she finds hard to resist. Training your dog to perform around distractions from the start is one way to ensure that her performance will not fall apart in public.

Shy dogs, on the other hand, may resist training in public until they are more confident. With this type of dog, practice in the most comfortable environment possible, and then gradually integrate distractions with familiar people. The ultimate goal is to incorporate strangers and new places so that your dog can perform anywhere.

Special Talents and Interests 

Depending on a dog’s breed characteristics, he will often display a natural talent for certain tricks or training. For instance, Labrador and Golden retrievers often excel at tricks that involve having things in their mouths, like Put Away Your Toys or Go Fetch Me a Coke from the Refrigerator. Herding breeds might prefer to learn directional tricks like spinning to the left or right. A small dog that stands on its hind legs a lot may be a great candidate to learn Sit Up and Beg or Dance. A large-breed dog may be perfect for Play Dead, especially if he is of the low-energy mindset.

Dogs are amazing creatures, and they are so willing to be with us and please us that they will put up with a lot so long as they are getting attention. With enough patience and practice, and the right training tools, you can teach your dog to do just about anything!

Keep Safety in Mind 

Keep your dog’s safety in mind while you are training, and pay attention to its physical limitations. For larger breeds like Great Danes and Saint Bernards, you may not want to do tricks that involve jumping, since the impact of landing is not good for joints.
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Jumping can be harmful to long-bodied dogs, as they can injure their spines. Pay attention to your dog’s weight, also, since extra pounds can lead to injuries and joint problems later in life. If you respect your dog’s physical limitations, he will amaze you with his willingness to try what you ask.

A dog cannot tell you outright if something is uncomfortable, so do your best to read his body language and go slowly. As often as possible, perform on a soft surface like a rug, grass, or sand, especially for tricks involving jumping, spinning, or rolling. Being mindful of your environment will minimize injuries and make your dog more comfortable.

What Motivates Your Pooch?

Learning what your dog likes as rewards is crucial to being a successful dog trainer. Many people are surprised to learn that dog cookies and dry dog food just don’t cut it. Be creative in what you offer your dog as rewards, and keep the pieces tiny if it’s food. Even a Great Dane shouldn’t get a treat larger than ¼ inch. Keeping the treats tiny will ensure that you’ll be able to train for a longer period of time, because your dog won’t get full too fast. It will also help you not to add too many calories to his daily requirement. Think about cutting his daily ration back a bit if you’ve had an extra-long training session.

The reward is your dog’s paycheck for playing this training game with you. It has to be something he’s willing to work for, not simply something you want him to have. Some people have hang-ups about using food to train dogs because it cheapens their bond with the dog. They believe the dog should perform out of respect or love for them. Nonsense. Using food to train your dog is a way to get where you want to go. Training a dog with what he wants as a reward is both respectful to his doggy-ness and effective in the interest of time and resources.

Dogs don’t perform out of love; their behavior or misbehavior has nothing to do with their love for us. Even dogs that chew the couch and bite the postman love their owners. But if you want that postman-biter to like the postman, you’ll probably have to use a reward that the dog likes a little more than a pat on the head.

Dogs are motivated by and will work for food, just like people work for money. We all need money to pay our bills and live our lives; dogs need food to live and enjoy theirs. Many dogs eat out of a bowl once or twice a day for free. Why not take that food and train them to behave in a way that is acceptable to you? Once a dog is hooked on training and you have a good bond with her, you can use other rewards to reinforce good or appropriate behavior. Here are some yummy ideas for treats:

• Boiled chicken

• Boiled hamburger

• Popcorn

• Tortellini or other types of pasta (cooked)

• Bread (bagel pieces work great)

• Carrots

• Bananas

• Dried fruit

• Cheerios or other types of cereal

• Freeze-dried liver (found in pet stores and supply catalogs)

• Hot dogs (cooked)

To prevent your dog from getting diarrhea, don’t give too much of any one thing. As your dog starts to like the training game, mix in less desirable treats (like dog food) with the yummy stuff so that he never knows what he is getting. Random reinforcement will keep him more interested in the game and let you accomplish more in each training session.

Other Rewards

Most of the time we use a food reward in training because it is quick and easy. In beginner classes especially, students use treats because there is a lot to accomplish in only one hour a week. If yours is a dog that goes nuts over tennis balls or stuffed toys, or he likes Frisbees or chasing a flashlight beam, use these rewards paired with the click.

Toys and games are a whole different category of rewards that may be exciting to your dog. If you find your dog likes games and toys, make your training sessions even more exciting by mixing them in with food rewards. Some sessions could be all food rewards or all toys and games, or you can mix it up and see what elicits the best response.
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As with anything in life, there is truth to the phrase “too much of a good thing.” Rewards, especially food, can lose the name “treat” if you give them to your dog for everything he does. Use moderation—it encourages your dog to get the treat through good behavior!

When using toys as a reward, the key is to make the play part brief and fun. The game might last five to ten seconds, and then the toy gets hidden and you get back to work. That way the reward doesn’t distract the dog from the lesson. Here are some ideas for nonfood rewards:

• A short game of fetch

• A short game of tug

• A short game of catch

• Hide a toy and go find it together

• Toss a Frisbee

• Chase a stream of bubbles

• Lots of happy praise and baby talk

• Vigorous petting and happy talk

• Flashlight tag (have your dog chase the light beam)

• A stuffed dog toy

• A stuffed dog toy that makes noise

• A squeaky toy

Dogs are affectionate animals, and any time you spend praising them and showering them with attention is time well spent. Chances are, you’ll get as much from the affection and exercise as they do!

Help Your Dog Like Other Rewards 

Some dogs love toys and will happily work for a toss of the ball at least part of the time. Dogs who are not as crazy for toys can learn to like them if you work at it. It is worth the effort on your part to get the dog interested in varied rewards, because the more he finds rewarding the easier it will be for you and the more effective your sessions will be. Here’s how to get started:

1. Hold your dog on a leash and tease him with a toy.

2. Throw the toy out of range and ignore his struggle toward it, but don’t let him get it.

3. Use a helper to make the toy more exciting if necessary.

4. Wait patiently until the dog looks away from the toy and back at you.

5. Mark that moment with a click and allow him to go play with the toy as the reward.

6. If he doesn’t turn away from the toy in about thirty seconds, slowly back up to increase the distance between the dog and the toy. Click and release him to get the toy when your dog looks back at you.

7. Repeat this with different toys and allow the dog to go play with the helper every once in a while.

8. The play part of the reward is brief, about ten seconds.

This exercise should help you rev up a dog that is only mildly interested in toys. Warming him up this way is a great way to start a training session—it helps the dog realize that it’s time to work.

Exciting rewards are critical to an effective program. If your dog isn’t turning himself inside out for the reward, find something he likes better. Don’t worry if you just can’t get your dog interested in toys; there is no crime in using food in training. Remember, dogs love to eat, so why not combine eating and training?

Reward or Bribe?

Using food to teach your dog to perform tricks is simple, fun, and effective. One problem many people complain about, however, is that in the absence of food the dog won’t perform the behavior. That just means that you aren’t there yet. If you use food correctly, you won’t need to use it to get the dog to perform the trick; it will come after the trick has been performed. This is the critical difference between a reward and a bribe.

A bribe is something that causes a behavior to happen by enticing the dog. For example, your dog is out in the yard and won’t come in, so you shake a box of cookies to bribe him in. This isn’t really a bad thing, but it isn’t training either. Bribing can have its benefits, however, when you are in a hurry and out of options.

A reward, on the other hand, is something that occurs only after a behavior happens. A reward reinforces the likelihood that the behavior will happen again. For instance, you call your dog at the park and he comes to you; you offer a treat and release him back to play again. A rewarded dog is far more likely to come to you the next time you call than is a dog that is put back on leash and put in the car to go home. There are two types of rewards at work here: the food reward, which reinforced the dog for performing the behavior of coming back to his owner; and the consequence for coming back, which was that he got to go play again.

If you know your dog well—his energy level, personality, special talents, limitations, and motivations—you will be able to choose tricks that make both of you shine. Spend some time with your dog over the next few days and make notes on each of these categories. You may be surprised to learn how many things you assumed he would like that he actually doesn’t. Adjusting your teaching style and training sessions can have a profound impact on the success of your training program.

Exercise First; Training Will Follow 

Exercise is a crucial element in any training program, and without it, no real learning will occur. A dog without enough exercise is like a child without recess. What adult would like to teach a math lesson to a classroom full of six-year-old boys who haven’t been outside to play all day? Without exercise, your dog will be hard to teach because he can’t be still long enough to pay attention.

Dogs vary in their exercise requirements, but all need at least thirty minutes of running, playing, and interaction with you each day. The amount and type of exercise is dependent upon your dog’s overall energy level. A Border collie or active young Lab will need one to two hours of flat-out running and active play, while a couch potato Pekingese may need only a thirty-minute romp. Yet every dog is different, regardless of the breed and its stereotype. Ultimately, the amount of exercise your dog needs is whatever it takes to make her tired enough to be able to exist in your home as a calm, relaxed member of the family. Following are some clues that your dog isn’t getting enough exercise:

• She paces from room to room in the house.

• She hardly ever lies down, even when everyone else is relaxed.

• She whines excessively for no apparent reason.

• She barks excessively, sometimes over nothing.

• She digs, destroys, and chews everything in sight.

• She never stops jumping when there are people around.

• She runs away every chance she gets.

• She runs along the fence using any excuse to bark at passersby.

If your dog exhibits some or all of these symptoms, she could probably use more exercise and mental stimulation. Most people don’t realize that leaving their dogs in the backyard for hours at a time is not a good way to burn off energy and not nearly enough exercise to make for a relaxed family pet. Most dogs, when left to their own devices, don’t do anything but bark or dig or lay around.
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Giving your dog adequate exercise is a great way to spend time together—and an opportunity to get exercise yourself! Take a long walk with your recruit, or play some ball for a while every day. You’ll be surprised how convenient it is!

If you are going to use your yard as a way to exercise your dog, you will need to go out with her and play games to burn off even one-tenth of the energy she’s got bottled up. Inviting neighbor dogs over to play, if your dog gets along with them, might be another option. All-out running, chasing, and wrestling is what a dog needs to do in order to be tired enough to be a good pet.

Work Out Together

For dog owners with an active lifestyle, there are lots of ways a healthy active dog can burn off energy while accompanying you. Jogging, mountain biking, and Rollerblading are excellent ways to exercise dogs with boundless energy. Just make sure that you start off slowly and gradually build the distance. Also, pay attention to your dog’s feet, checking them frequently for cuts and scrapes. Try to have him run on a variety of surfaces, since pavement is hard on a dog’s joints and bones. Be aware of especially hot surfaces in summer or cold surfaces in the winter.

Dogs that participate in such activities should be at least one year old and recently checked by their veterinarian for potential health problems. (Just as it can with people, vigorous exercise can exacerbate certain bone and joint disorders.) A word of caution-dogs love to be with their humans and may not show discomfort or pain. Go slowly at first and be aware of your dog’s condition. A fit dog is happier, and you will find that he is more focused on whatever activity you are enjoying together, and he will be more likely to do it longer and without injury.

Dog Sports and Activities

The reason we get dogs in the first place is to enjoy their company and share them with other people. Depending on your dog’s personality and activity level, you may consider participating with your dog in any of a great variety of dog sports or activities. Enrolling your dog in an agility class might be an excellent way to introduce both of you to something new while maintaining a good level of fitness. Agility is an obstacle course for dogs involving things to climb over, around, and through, as well as hurdles to jump over. The course is timed and dependent on you being able to successfully lead your dog through a maze of obstacles to the finish.

If you would like to be an active participant in your dog’s exercise program, you will find that there are many canine sports that require you to be almost as fit as your dog. From fly ball to tracking to search and rescue, the possibilities are endless. If your style is quieter, you may consider a visiting-therapy dog program that allows you to go and visit a hospital or nursing home on a weekly or monthly basis. This is an excellent way to meet other dog owners and keep your dog’s obedience skills sharp, because you will be using them constantly.
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