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 Introduction 

Can any book really be The Only Dog Training Book You’ll Ever Need?

“No way,” you’re probably thinking—especially if your untrained dog is wreaking complete and utter havoc on your life. Maybe you’re pulling out your hair because you have a new puppy who keeps having accidents on your good living room carpet, sinking her razor-sharp baby teeth into you every chance she gets, and chewing through any electronic device, pair of shoes, or purse she can get her eager little mouth on. Or, maybe an older dog who has never been properly trained has just become a member of your family, and you are now desperately trying to undo past damage. No easy task, most likely, if he jumps uncontrollably all over guests, pulls on his leash full force whenever you try to take him for a leisurely stroll, and attempts to dig his way out of the yard with more tenacity than an imprisoned convict. Whatever the specific reasons, the problems that come with training a dog can be overwhelming and exasperating. No wonder you’re skeptical!

Try to put your doubts aside, though. Yes, this really is The Only Dog Training Book You’ll Ever Need. And yes, you really can train even the most unruly canine. But it won’t happen overnight. Proper dog training requires serious commitment on your part. You’ll never succeed without consistency and constant effort, so be prepared to work hard.

If you’re eager to improve your dog’s behavior—and you must be, if you’re reading this book—you’ve probably stared at the seemingly limitless range of dog toys and training tools stocked at your local pet store. Perhaps you’ve sorted through some of them and have found tools you like, but you’re not sure you’re using them properly. Or, perhaps you’ve thrown money away hand-over-fist on all sorts of devices, only to be disappointed when they make no difference whatsoever in your dog’s behavior. Either way, it’s important to remember that these things are just the tools, not the solutions.

When it comes to training, the only real solution is you. Yes, admitting that it’s all up to you might sound stressful, but think about it. Just as parents are the primary source of guidance and shaping for their children, so are you for your dog. The responsibility is huge, but the end result is infinitely rewarding. The good news is you don’t have to rely on all sorts of gadgets, because you do have what it takes. You just need to learn the proper techniques.

The basis for all of the techniques in this book centers around clicker training. As you read through each chapter, you’ll learn more about what it is and how it works. The important thing to keep in mind is that with clicker training, yelling, punishing, or forcing will all become obsolete, because the skills you’ll learn will enable you to communicate with and teach your dog effectively. These methods aren’t temporary solutions—you’ll be enabling learning for the long haul.

Start by paying close attention to your dog’s personality and habits, being mindful of what causes her to misbehave and then preventing it, and praising and acknowledging the things she does right. Most of all, set yourself up to be the best leader you can be for your dog. If you’re serious about learning along with your dog— and building a closer, more rewarding relationship with him while you’re at it—gear yourself up and start reading this book now!


1: The Tricks to Good Dog Training 
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The time you spend training your dog is critical to fostering your relationship with him. It’s important to establish a good relationship with your dog from the start, and training a dog is like any other relationship. It’s 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.

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 owner and will help you avoid future behavior problems. The better trained your dog is, the better relationship the two of you will share.

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. Once you learn to communicate effectively with your dog through training, you can nip behavior problems in the bud and even avoid them altogether.
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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. The strong bonds developed through training will carry over in play and in 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 right to you.

Training your dog is a lifelong process. The more you practice the skills of a good trainer, the better you’ll be, and the more quickly your dog will learn. Once you find a method that works for you, don’t change it—you’ll confuse your dog and frustrate yourself.
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Who Should Train the Dog?

Since dogs thrive on consistency, ideally one person should be the trainer. But dogs who are family pets can adapt well to a multiple-trainer system and feel a special connection to everyone who works with them. However, if family members aren’t committed to learning the proper skills, agreeing on rules, and working consistently with the puppy, the person with the most interest should take responsibility.

Charting Your Dog’s Progress 

The most difficult part of being a beginner is that you are also learning while you’re trying to teach your dog. Be patient with yourself—dog training is a physical skill that requires lots of practice and repetition. To train your dog successfully, you need to be able to break things down into component steps that are easily achieved in a training session. It takes time, 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 command.

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—don’t go longer than five minutes.

6. Use clicker training consistently to mark and reinforce good behavior: Read the details in Chapter 3 and be sure to 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 practice times a week. 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.

The more practice you put into training your dog, the more creative you’ll be with fixing behavior problems. If you take the time to evaluate why your dog is doing what she is doing, you’ll find unique solutions that work for you. Getting an idea of “who” your dog is can help you design a training program that will be effective in teaching her to fit in with your family. Finding out how your dog responds to distractions and whether she’s motivated by toys or games, for example, might be helpful in putting together a training program that is easy to implement.

How Well Do You Know Your Dog?

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

• Is the dog energetic or laid back?

• 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 enjoyable and successful training. Recognizing your dog’s individual tendencies and finding just the right treats, toys, and games to grab his attention will help your dog to associate training with fun and help you to achieve your training goals.

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 her personality and what will work for her. Paying attention to how active your dog is can help you learn about her personality and help you choose a routine that will be easy and enjoyable to teach.

Training Energetic Dogs 

Most people who own an energetic dog complain at some point about the dog’s lack of self-control. Dogs don’t just grow out of this, or wake up suddenly one day and behave better, they must be properly trained. If you don’t put the effort into teaching your dog better manners, you will live with a whirling dervish who never learns to hang out and relax with people.

Good training is especially productive in this case, because it requires a certain level of control on the dog’s part. She has to focus her attention on your cues and look for feedback on what’s going right. Dogs who are constantly on the move need skilled trainers who give them lots of feedback and break exercises down into gradual steps. High-energy dogs get overstimulated easily, and do best in short, concise training sessions with clear goals. Trying to push active dogs too far too fast will result in frustration for both dog and trainer. Teaching your dog should always be fun—if you don’t push a high-energy dog to work for long periods, they will love learning new things.

Motivating Less Active Dogs 

Lower-energy dogs can be harder to get moving until they figure out what you want. These dogs are thinkers, and they like to know where you’re going with all of your instruction. Go slowly if you have a less active dog. Also try to keep your sessions short, because these dogs bore easily and hate repeating things too many times. Training before a meal (using unique treats as rewards) often perks them up and sparks a good session. 

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

Personality and Social Temperament 

Before you begin training, ask yourself some questions about your dog’s personality traits. 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. Teaching your dog where he is most relaxed and least distracted, or worried, will help him to be successful.

Dogs who are easily distracted because of their friendliness around people benefit from training sessions that start somewhere quiet, then quickly move on to involve the distractions they find hard to resist. Training your dog to be obedient even in the midst of distractions is one way to ensure that she will listen to your instruction when other people are around.

Shy dogs, on the other hand, are sometimes hard to train in public until they are more confident. With this type of dog, practice in a comfortable environment first, and then gradually integrate distractions with familiar people. The ultimate goal is to incorporate strangers and new places so that your dog will be obedient anywhere.

How Long Will Training Take?
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Everyone’s idea of what constitutes a trained dog varies. If your definition includes teaching your dog to obey commands such as Heel, Sit, Down, Stay, and Come, around distractions, the answer depends on how quickly you learn basic training skills. If you are willing to devote twenty or twenty-five minutes of daily practice for ten weeks, you and your dog are likely to achieve excellent results. If you’ve trained other dogs, keep in mind that dogs, like people, have different aptitudes. Just as some people have a facility for language, while others have an inclination for science, some dogs might be better at stays, while others catch on quickly to recalls. Some dogs respond to formal training easily and naturally. Others have a harder time. No matter the initial aptitude, formal training is recommended for all dogs and is most beneficial for those confounded by it. All dogs do learn how to learn, so that after ten weeks, it becomes difficult to separate the naturals from the initially confused or resistant.

What Motivates Your Pooch?

Learning what rewards your dog likes is crucial to being a successful trainer. 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. They think 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 gets you where you want to go. Training a dog with what he wants as a reward is 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 who chew the couch and bite the postman love their owners. But if you want that postman-biter to like your mail carrier, it’ll probably take more than just a pat on the head as a reward to get him to cooperate.

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 use it as a tool to train them to behave in an acceptable way? Once a dog is hooked on training and you have a good bond with her, you can use other rewards to reinforce positive, 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) 

Tips on Treats 
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When it comes to rewards, people are often surprised to learn that dog cookies and dry dog food don’t always cut it. Be creative with rewards—just be sure to keep the pieces tiny if you’re using food. Even a Great Dane shouldn’t get a treat larger than ¼ inch. Using tiny treats 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 minimize calories, so he doesn’t exceed his daily requirement. After an extra-long training session with extra treats, remember to cut back a bit on his daily ration of food.

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’s 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 food rewards are used in training because they are quick and easy. But toys and games are an entirely different category of rewards that your dog might also find exciting. If your dog goes nuts over tennis balls or stuffed toys, or he likes Frisbees or chasing a flashlight beam, you can also use these as rewards, paired with the click (see Chapter 3).

For dogs who like games and toys, make training sessions more exciting by mixing them in with food rewards. Some sessions can be all food rewards, while others are all toys and games, or you can mix it up and see what elicits the best response. When using toys as a reward, 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:

• Playing a short game of fetch, tug of war, or catch 

• Hiding a toy and finding it together 

• Tossing a Frisbee 

• Chasing a stream of bubbles 

• Giving lots of happy praise and talk 

• Petting your dog vigorously 

• Playing “flashlight tag” (have your dog chase the light beam) 

• Giving your dog a stuffed dog toy that makes noise 

Dogs are affectionate animals, and anytime 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. But even dogs who aren’t as crazy about toys can learn to like them if you work at it. It is worth the effort on your part to get your dog interested in varied rewards, because the more he finds rewarding the easier and more effective your training 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 then 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 play with the toy as the reward.

6. Back up slowly to increase the distance between the dog and the toy if he doesn’t turn away from the toy in about thirty seconds. 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. Keep the play part of the reward brief—about ten seconds.

Warming a dog up like this 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. For dogs who have tons of toys but only play with a few, consider grouping them in sets of ten and rotating them each week to keep things interesting. But don’t sweat it if you just can’t get your dog interested in toys; remember, there’s no crime in making your dog work for his food!

Random Reinforcement 
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Once your dog starts mastering certain behaviors, start giving him treats sporadically. He won’t know for sure when he’s getting a reward, but he probably won’t take the chance on missing one, either.

Reward or Bribe?

Many people complain that in the absence of food enticements their dog won’t respond to commands. If done correctly, however, you won’t need to use food to prompt your dog to obey. There is a critical difference between a reward and a bribe. A bribe is something that elicits a certain behavior 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 lure him. 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, 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 more likely to come to you the next time you call than a dog who is just leashed and then put in the car to go home. There are two types of rewards at work here: the food reward, which reinforced the dog for coming back; and the consequence for coming back, which is the dog getting to go play again. 
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