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Introduction

Usually, when we think of dog training, we think of teaching our dogs to respond to necessary commands and developing basic obedience. Without a doubt, these sorts of things are the essential building blocks for a well-trained dog. But training doesn't stop once a dog has mastered Sit, Stay, Come, and Heel. Beyond these familiarities, there are a wide variety of tricks we can help our dogs to learn, not because we have to, but because we want to.

Most dog-lovers recognize the innate intelligence of their canine pals. The more time you put into trick training, however, the more amazing this reality becomes. With time and consistent practice, you'll be astounded as you see the complex tasks your dog can handle, as her facility for understanding your verbal cues and body language grows.

People often joke about how they wish their pets would earn their keep around the house by doing something productive. Well, through trick training, you really can teach your dog to retrieve her own dinner dish, pick up after herself, and even fetch and find things for you.

But let's not forget the fun in all this. After all, fun is ultimately the reason why we teach our dogs tricks. Dogs are active, fun-loving creatures who need lots of mental stimulation as well as physical exercise. When dogs don't have enough to do or think about, they get bored, they get frustrated, they get into mischief, or—worse yet—they become listless, depressed, sedentary, or even aggressive. Trick training is the perfect way to spice up your dog's daily routine by giving her exciting and challenging new things to learn. Dogs crave our praise and approval, and as her ability to perform tricks increases, she'll thrive.

Don't forget, this tremendous enjoyment is a two-way street—you'll be delighted, amused, excited, and proud as your pooch succeeds at mastering new tricks over time. And, although you might not realize it at first, when you're merely setting out to have some fun by teaching tricks, your best friend is becoming a smarter, more attentive, and well-behaved dog in the process.

Best of all, trick training gives your dog exactly what she craves most: quality time with you! Teaching tricks builds trust and communication, and it strengthens your relationship with each other. By learning to work together and rely on each other as a team, you'll forge a deeper, closer connection that will make a tremendous difference in both of your lives. Nothing beats the loyalty and love of a faithful canine companion, and trick training will continually enhance that bond.

So brush up on your basic training, then get ready to start training tricks. Once you get going with basic tricks, you and your dog will have such a good time you'll get hooked, and before you know it, you'll be wowing everyone you know with your performances.

If you and your pooch are in a recreational rut at home, or you've been lacking in the activity department lately, it's time to stop lounging around. You and your dog's couch-potato days are numbered.


Chapter 1

The Benefits of Teaching Tricks
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Trick training is a must for all dog owners who think of their pets as part of the family. Performing tricks keeps old dogs young, agile, and flexible and gives young, energetic dogs an outlet for their energy. Teaching tricks is about having fun and being a little silly, but it can also greatly benefit a frustrated owner and an overactive dog. At first thought, teaching your dog to roll over, play dead, or sit up may seem somewhat frivolous—until you realize that in order to do those tricks your dog must have some basic understanding of the Sit or Lie Down command. A dog who learns to perform tricks is a more well-trained and well-behaved dog overall.

Teaching tricks capitalizes and improves upon what your dog already knows and makes it better. Tricks can help you to control a dog who barks too much or shakes and shivers when she meets new people, simply by giving her a more acceptable alternative.

Likewise, a goofy energetic dog will keep his paws off your company if he has a show-stopping Play Dead command in his repertoire. Not to mention that trick training greatly improves doggie public relations—it's a particularly effective way to win over non-dog-lovers.

In this sense, trick training is especially beneficial for larger dogs or those whose breed alone makes people nervous. A person who is afraid of dogs is likely to react much differently to a big, silly German shepherd balancing a cookie on his nose than they would to one who is just sitting politely. The more relaxed visitors are when they're around your dog, the more your dog will like having them around.

Quick Fix: Tricks for Breaking the Ice
Large dogs can sometimes be scary to non-dog people or children. Having your dog perform a fun trick is a smart way to get people who might be feeling nervous to smile and relax instead. Play Dead and Roll Over are great for helping guests who aren't used to being around dogs to feel more comfortable.

The Trick Is in Good Training

The beauty of teaching tricks is that you can teach them to any dog of any size, breed, or temperament. You are limited only by your dog's physical ability to perform a particular task. Before you can teach your dog any tricks, however, you must establish a strong foundation of basic training. After all, you can't expect your dog to perform a complicated trick if she can't even sit on command.

It's important to establish a good relationship with your dog from the start. Training a dog is like any other relationship; you must provide your dog with a strong leadership structure. Being your dog's leader is partly about providing your dog with rules and boundaries for what is and isn't acceptable, partly about teaching your dog what is expected of her, and partly about spending time together and learning to enjoy each other's company.

From the moment you bring your new puppy home, she is learning how to get along with your family—a species entirely different from her own. Remember, an untrained dog still learns things, just not necessarily the things you want her to know. As I often tell my students, you get what you reinforce. If you don't give her any instruction, or you're vague and inconsistent when you do instruct her, she's sure to get confused, and this confusion will result in undesirable behavior and mischief. But if you pay attention to what your dog is doing right and spend time teaching her what is expected of her, you will be rewarded with a well-mannered pet who becomes a beloved member of your family.

Quick Fix: Keep Your Dog out of Trouble
Teaching your dog simple tricks in one- to three-minute sessions several times a day can help to alleviate boredom and create a more content dog. Giving your dog something to think about is a definite furniture saver but it doesn't replace common sense. Be sure to use gates, crates, and pens to keep your dog from getting into trouble in your absence.

Much of your dog's training has to do with the structure you provide for her regarding what is and is not allowed. Teaching your dog the basics in the midst of various distractions and in new environments is part of being a good dog parent and will help you avoid future behavior problems. The better trained your dog is, the better relationship the two of you will share.

Trick Training Strengthens Communication

Good training strengthens your bond with your dog, because when you are training him, you are teaching him to share a common language of words and signals. Teaching your dog the meaning of the basic obedience commands gives you a vocabulary for communicating effectively with your dog in day-to-day interactions.

As with any communication, you and your dog need to understand each other, and when you do, you'll be amazed at just how intelligent dogs are and what can be accomplished through training. Dogs who are trained to respond to basic commands are fun to own because you can direct their behavior in appropriate ways so that you will have a more enjoyable life together. Most people who train their dogs past the basics really begin to appreciate communicating with another species. Specialized training expands your bond with your dog and allows you to communicate on a higher level.

The strong bonds developed through training will carry over into tricks, play, and all other things you do with your dog. If your dog likes to swim and you like to walk on the beach, for instance, think of how much more you'll enjoy your time together if, when the walk is over, you can simply call your dog and he comes to you right away so you can leave.

Tips: Trick Training Improves Skill
Trick training will make you a better dog trainer in general, because you'll know how to motivate your dog and how to break things down into small parts. Since training your dog is a lifelong process, the more you practice the skills of a good dog trainer the better you will get at it and the more quickly your dog will learn.

Since training your dog is a lifelong process, the more you regularly practice the skills of a good dog trainer, the better you'll be, and the more quickly your dog will learn. A good dog trainer is always searching for new ways to motivate her dogs and welcomes the input of all different methods of dog training. There is no one way to train a dog. Modern dog training methods have become kinder and gentler on the dog and the human, helping you to form a stronger bond while being gentle on the dog in the process. If someone suggests a method you have strong objection to keep searching and find a better way. There are many roads that lead to a trained dog.

Behavior Fixes

Teaching tricks can help you to be more creative about fixing behavior problems with your dog. If you take the time to evaluate why your dog is doing what she is doing, you will figure out a solution that works for you. For example, some dogs who bark when visitors come are much quieter if they are allowed to carry a toy to the visitor. Dogs who jump can learn to do a Bow or Sit and Wave in exchange for petting from guests, or do their best version of Roll Over or Play Dead if you need to relax a non-dog-person who is afraid of your large dog.

Whatever the problem, you can use tricks in place of the inappropriate behavior to redirect your dog's energy and enthusiasm. The key here is making sure that you practice the trick in all different kinds of environments with all different kinds of distractions until your dog's response to the cue is immediate and perfect. The more distraction-proof your tricks are, the more useful they will be to you when you ask the dog to do them.
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Tricks Teach Self-Control

Most people who own energetic dogs complain at some point about the dog's lack of self-control. Dogs don't just grow out of this; without training they will not one day wake up and act better behaved. If you don't put the time into training your dog to have better overall manners, you will live with a whirling dervish who never learns just to hang out with people.

Energetic dogs do have their benefits, however. Training an energetic dog is fun because they don't tire as easily as other dogs, and they are always willing to try new things. An energetic dog will go along with just about any crazy trick you can dream up—they live for attention any way they can get it. Combining a romp in the park with tricks can give your dog an awesome workout and at the same time teach him manners and self-control.

Quick Fix: Tricks for Energetic Dogs
Dogs with lots of energy are really good at learning tricks because you can capitalize on many of the natural behaviors they offer. Little dogs love to stand on their hind legs or jump in place to see what's on the table, for instance, while big dogs like to spin in circles and stand on their hind legs to take a look out the window or to get your attention.

Performing tricks requires some measure of control on the dog's part because she has to pay attention to your cues and get feedback on what's going right. Dogs who are constantly on the move need skilled trainers who can give them lots of feedback and break the tricks down into tiny steps. Trying to push such dogs too far too fast will result in frustration for both of you. Keep in mind that teaching your dog tricks should be fun regardless of what you train him to do.

Good Therapy

If you're still looking for more good reasons to teach your dog tricks, think about the benefits of visiting nursing homes and hospitals. Share your dog's talents with patients who may have had a dog as part of their lives at some point, but can no longer do so because of their health circumstances. These folks might really appreciate the warm, loving companionship of a well-behaved dog.

If you and your dog are visiting with patients one on one or in a group, you can use tricks to break the ice and to get people to warm up to your dog, just as you would in other circumstances. Tricks are also a great opening for conversations with patients. Dogs don't have to do much to make people happy—you'll often see everyone visibly relax and smile when they see your dog do anything remotely silly.

Trick Tips: Turn on the Charm
Performing tricks can improve timid people's idea of your dog, because many non-dog people perceive dogs who can perform tricks as friendlier. After all, what scaredy cat can resist a dog who says his prayers, rolls over and plays dead?

Tips for Improving the Trick-Training Process

The most difficult part of being a beginner is that you are also learning while you are trying to teach your dog. Be patient with yourself—dog training is a physical skill that requires lots of practice and repetition. You will reap the rewards a hundredfold the first time it all comes together and your dog performs a trick perfectly.

Trick Tips: Never Use Force
As you search for the right dog-training school, remember that dog training doesn't require the use of force. If you are having problems with your dog's behavior, she needs more training, not heavy-handed corrections and reprimands.

To teach tricks, you need to be able to break things down into component steps that are easily achieved in a training session. Eventually, you'll become adept at knowing how much information your dog will need in order to succeed at a given trick, and exactly when to fade out the extra help so that your dog can perform on his own. These skills come with time and practice, but there are several things you can do to help speed up the process.

1. Keep a notebook to record your training sessions.

2.Before you begin, map out the steps involved in teaching a particular trick.

3.Make sure your plan is flexible, and be ready to add in more detailed steps if your dog has trouble understanding what you want.

4.Arm yourself with the best treats and rewards to keep your dog motivated.

5.Time your sessions so they don't run longer than five minutes.

6.Use clicker training consistently to mark and reinforce good behavior: Read the details in Chapter 3 and familiarize yourself with how it works; it will save you tons of time in the long run.

7.Try to stick to the plan you've mapped out; don't click the dog for lots of different behaviors in one session.

8.If you get stuck on one particular trick, brainstorm with a friend about how to help your dog through it.

9.Add in distractions as soon as the dog starts to get the hang of what you're trying to teach.

10.Don't be afraid to backtrack and review previous steps if your dog's behavior falls apart in a new place.

In general, your dog's attitude is the best measure of your success as a trainer. If you keep sessions upbeat and fun, make it easy for your dog to succeed, and remember to end on a positive note, it won't be long before your dog thinks that working with you is better than anything else in the world.

Consistency Is Key

Practicing on a regular basis is important if you want to become a good trainer and accomplish the goals you've established for your dog. Success will come more easily if you designate several times a week to practice tricks with your dog. This will ensure that you will have lots of opportunities to experiment with techniques, and your dog will have lots of time to get the hang of working with you. Once you consistently include training in your weekly routine (or daily routine, if your dog is young and learning the basics of living politely with humans), you will realize how easy the whole process is. You'll also appreciate how much fun it is to have a dog that works with you because she enjoys it.

Trick Tips: Take a Trick or Agility Class
Many training schools offer more than obedience classes; some offer agility classes, tricks classes, flyball, tracking, hunting, herding, or other types of dog sports. Learning something new is more fun when you have the right tools and support—so be sure that the training school's philosophy matches your own and that you feel comfortable there.

The Benefits of Strong Leadership

Up to this point, you've learned about the benefits of trick training, and now you've even got some trick-training tips under your belt. Before you move forward with your trick training, however, you need to understand the importance of being a strong leader to your dog. Dogs are pack animals who thrive on rules, consistency, and expectations. Setting limits about what is allowed and how you expect them to act is not only fair, it's essential to having a healthy, well-adjusted dog. Don't worry! Being a strong, fair leader is not about being physical with your dog. A true leader would never need to pin a dog down or give a harsh correction.

Leadership isn't about forcing dogs to obey. It requires you to provide structure and establish boundaries by controlling resources. The more time you spend establishing yourself as the greatest person in your dog's life—the one who has the ability to give your dog access to everything that is important to him—the more control you will have over your dog's behavior, and the better behaved he will be. Being a strong leader is the first step toward ridding your dog of behavior problems. Following are some guidelines on how to be a strong, fair leader. (The specifics of training these basic commands will be discussed in Chapter 5.)

1. Nothing in life is free. Make sure you give your dog a job. Teach her to Sit for dinner, Lie Down before doors are opened for her, etc.

2. Humans go first through doorways and up and down stairs. This prevents your dog from escaping out the front door or knocking you down the stairs. Teach your dog to Sit and Stay until he is released through the door.

3. Down/Stay sessions for five to twenty minutes at a time help teach your dog self-control and give her a constructive job to perform around distractions and company.

4. No dogs on the beds or furniture. Young dogs should sleep in a crate or in their own bed, not in bed with you. Your bed is the highest, most special place in the house and should be reserved for you only.

5. Don't repeat a command more than once. If your dog doesn't respond on the first try, he does not get what you were offering.

6. Ignore your dog if she nudges you for attention. Leaders give attention on their own terms, not when their dogs demand it.

7. Ignore your dog if he is constantly pushing toys at you. Leaders initiate play and decide when the game starts and ends. This keeps a dog on his toes because he never knows when the fun begins.

8. Follow through. If you've asked your dog to do something but she does not respond, make sure you help her to get into the right position rather than repeating the command.

9. Provide consequences. Ignore what you don't like; avoid yelling at your dog for barking or jumping, for instance. From your dog's perspective, any attention is better than none, and speaking to the dog can often be mistaken for reinforcement.
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