Pam’s Doggie Freestyle Tips:
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 to watch, and fun for the dog to perform.  

Well in my opinion it is important that the dog finds the tricks in the routine rewarding.  It is a motivator to the dog to use tricks that he likes.  I also will not practice my entire routine at one time.  I will divide the routine into many chunks and then at the end of each piece of the routine I will reward my dog like crazy.  I might only practice two pieces of a routine at a time and then just play or work on individual tricks for the rest of my training session.  If you practice the routine too much then your dog might get bored.  Keep the training sessions short and energetic.  Reward the best efforts that your dog gives you and try not to reward mediocre effort.  
A beginning canine freestyle routine only needs to be about 1 minute and 30 seconds for most freestyle organizations and is graded by the criteria that each organization has developed.  The World Canine Freestyle Organization (WCFO) has many requirements for a routine, which is very detailed.  So, if you are interested in more information about rules and grading criteria go to http://www.worldcaninefreestyle.org .  

Last article I focused on a few basic tricks to teach your dog to get started in Canine Freestyle.  So, this article I will focus on what is important to consider when putting together a Canine Freestyle routine?  
Things to consider:

1. Dog/Handler Safety

2. Content

3. Precise Execution
4. Flow/Transitions 

5. Musical Beat

6. Dog/Handler Relationship

7. Quality and Creativity of Choreography
8. Use of Ring Space
Dog/Handler Safety – Make sure that your attire can not hurt your dog (shoes with heels).  If the flooring is slippery or hard surfaced do not take the risk of injuring your dog as it is not worth it.  Do not do moves that are unsafe for your dog or moves that you have not practiced many times.  Take care of your dog and make sure that his safety comes first!  Also, make sure you are not doing something that can injure yourself.
Content – This is what makes up your routine.  The amount/variety of moves within a routine which include handling the dog in a variety of positions, body movements (arms, legs, head, feet), main tricks, transitions from one trick to the next, and things that make your routine stand out.

Freestyle Position Check list:
	Heel – stationary & moving
	Side – stationary  & moving
	Front – sitting, standing & moving
	Between legs – moving forward
	Between Legs – moving backward
	Between Legs – moving right & Left or in circles.

	
	
	
	
	
	


Precise Execution – How “Precise”, synchronized, and together the handler and dog is throughout the routine.  Are the handler’s visual/verbal cues effective?  Does the dog respond well/quickly to the cues?  Does the handler’s visual cue look like a cue or just a movement?  The idea is to have the visual cue look like it is just a part of the routine and not a normal everyday cue.  
Flow/Transitions – This is the movement from one trick to the next by dog and handler.  One must think about making the routine transition well from one trick to the next and make it as smooth and natural as possible.  For example: Heel on left side then do three weaves of the legs and have the dog move in the side position.  This also refers to the overall routine and how well it all flows together.  
Musical Beat – I feel that it is extremely important to find music that matches the dog’s gate.  I like to video tape the dog heeling with the handler and then play that video as I listen to different pieces of music.  Usually one song will stand out as a sure match to the dog.  Canine Freestyle is about making our dogs look good.  Showing everyone what the dog can do, so I feel that having the right music sets the stage for a successful routine.  It is also important that the handler can move to the music and stay on the beat in order to make the dog shine.  
Dog/Handler Relationship – To me it is important that my dog has fun doing Canine Freestyle hence the reason I do it.  I want my routine to be enjoyable to the dog and for the dog to want to work and perform with me.  Not just perform, but be happy, energetic, and motivated by the routine.  So, I would pick tricks that my dog loves to do, spend time developing a positive trusting relationship with my dog.  A routine that looks like both the handler and dog are in sync with each other and just having a blast will look much better than a routine where the dog knows a bunch of amazing tricks, but is moping around.  
Quality and Creativity of Choreography – To me this is the layout of the routine and how it is all put together.  A quality routine will be creative, with the movements arranged and laid out in a way that is smooth, polished and thought out.  
Use of Ring Space – To make a routine more interesting and visually appealing, I would suggest to use as much of the ring space as possible.  Make it creative by doing big circles, diagonal work, or zig zag patterns.  

Here is a game to do in order to teach you to use the entire ring.  First, set up a bunch of cones in an area that you will be using for Canine Freestyle by spacing them out about 10 – 15 feet apart in different patterns.  Next, practice moving your dog from one cone to the next using heelwork, leg weaving, recalls (from one cone to the other), anything your dog knows and then when you get to the cone do a trick (stationary trick such as a sit pretty or walk with your dog in a mini circle – just a few ideas), then move on to the next cone.  Try to invent different patterns with your dog.  I would video tape your training session with the cones to see what looks best. 
In closing, if something is not working or you or your dog does not like it, change it.  The beauty of Canine Freestyle is that you can be creative, pick and choose things that work for you and your dog.  

Stay tuned for my next article as it will discuss trick combinations to consider when putting together a Canine Freestyle routine.  I will also give you ten more tricks to make your routines more interesting and creative.  
Until next time, get out there and have fun with your dog as that is what Canine Freestyle is all about. 

Pamela Johnson

