Pam’s Doggie Freestyle Tip!

When getting started with Canine Freestyle it is important for your dog to know a few tricks and for you the handler to be able to put together the tricks in a way that will be safe, smooth, interesting, and fun for the dog.  However, before you even get started in Canine Freestyle there are basic skills that I believe you dog needs to know.  Start with the following when starting in the sport of canine freestyle?  

In this article I want to focus on basic skills your dog should know before starting Canine Freestyle.  

Start with a good foundation: 

1. Focus/Attention to Handler

2. Heelwork 

3. Side – the same as heelwork, just on the other side.  

4. Come (basic skills as well: sit, down, stand)

5. Front

6. Stay

7. Targeting

Attention – It is important to be able to get your dogs attention when he/she off sniffing a bush or doing something that you really wish he was not doing?  I like using a positive interrupter to get your dog’s attention instead of saying “NO”, “EEEhh EEEhh”, “Knock it off”, or jerking them away from the thing that is so interesting to them.  
· If you use the word “No” or “Jerk them”, or yell their name, it is not telling them what to do and suppresses their behavior.  Using these words or actions will make the dog associate you with punishment and your dog will be less likely to want to work and interact with you.  In the end, it will be more difficult to train your dog.  

· Instead use a positive interrupter.  Why would you want to use a positive interrupter?  Well, it teaches the dog what you want them to do.  Stop what they are doing and look at you.  

Here is how it works.  

· 1st make an interrupting noise such as a kissy smacking noise and give the dog a treat.  Make the noise and give a treat.  Do this many times to let the dog know that noise gets a treat.  (It could be a word, a whistle, or anything that you want)  The idea is to make it a positive experience for the dog.  

· 2nd allow the dog to do something – just simply letting it be and then make the positive interrupting noise and if the dog looks at you give a treat.  If they do not look at you try it again and condition it more.  You are conditioning a response from the dog that becomes second nature or muscle memory.  Soon, you make the noise and the dog stops what they are doing and looks at you and they do not even need to think about it.  It is just muscle memory.

Attention Exercise:  Dog looks at you click and toss a treat and tell them to get it.  When the dog re-orientates to you and looks at you again, click and toss a treat.  Soon you will have the dog rushing to look at you again.  Here are two videos that can help teach a do to pay attention. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHLvt6TQzqA http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S0ba69cg2sA
Heelwork – A routine will look a lot flashier and more polished if the dog has a nice footwork at the heel position.  What I mean by this is that you can have a dog that is sluggishly at your heel or you can have a dog that is happily prancing at your heel.   If you notice in this video that she has her hand up, to get the dog to look up and when the dog picks up his paws in a prance like motion she drops a treat.  You can use a toy, but the food can be gobbled up quickly and then you can keep going to get in more repetitions. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3jBzlnc30Fw 

Sidework – This is not really any different than heelwork as it is the same behavior just done on the other side.  I would advise anyone that is putting together a freestyle routine to put the side position on a cue.  I use “side” as my cue.  However, you can pick whatever is easiest for you and your dog.  Have your dog work on both sides and learn to prance on both sides.  

Come/Stay (sit, down, & stand are important as well) – This is important so that you could work with your dog further away.  You could put the dog in a sit stay and walk, skip, jog, or crawl around the dog, then move away from your dog and call him to you for a dramatic moment.  

Front – Basically this is where the dog is facing you and sitting or standing in front of you.  It can be taught many ways, but here are a few: on a book with the dog facing you or with the dog targeting a piece of duct tape which is on your hands and hold your hands in front of your body.  If you choose either of these methods, you will have to fade out (take away) the prompts of the book/tape as soon as possible.  

Targeting – If your dog knows how to target a ball on a stick, you can get the dog to target the object as you walk, if you are stationary, or you can send your dog to an object if he knows how to target.  

Targeting Check list:
	Nose Targeting (hand, post-it, other objects)
	Nose Targeting at a distance
	Paw Targeting (post-it, mouse pad, mat)
	Hind leg Targeting (mat, post-it, mouse pad)
	Target an object

(Easy button, cone, mouse pad)
	Target a Mat
	Target Stick
	Other body parts


Once your dog learns these basics, you are ready for the next part which is learning some tricks to put into a routine for Canine Freestyle. 

Stay tuned for my next article as it will discuss the important basic tricks to start with when learning Canine Freestyle.  Until next time, get out there and have fun with your dog as that is what Canine Freestyle is all about. 
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