Black and White					by Laurie Albright

Watching people training their dogs (and I’ll admit – watching myself train my dogs), I sometimes wonder how it is that our amazing dogs learn as much as easily as they do.  I keep being reminded that yes, the dogs are brilliant, but we’re not always good communicators.  So, how can I fix that for my dogs? Make it black and white.  Avoid shades of grey wherever possible.  
First off, I’m going to incorporate a “One Word = One Meaning” rule.  Sometimes that’s a challenge when there’s more than one human in a dog’s world, but I’m going to try.  For example: “down” means “lie down on the floor in a sphinx position”, “settle” means “lie down on the floor but over on your right hip”, and “off” means “put your four feet back on the floor”.
Andi likes to train me on my recall words.  She was trained to come like a rocket to the word “here”.  Everything else is optional.  When she’s busy checking Shea’s crate for leftovers, and I call them all to go outside, I find myself saying “Come on you guys, let’s go outside!”  (I know – you’re not supposed to have “conversational commands” with your dogs either!)  Usually everyone shows up but Andi.  That’s not a real recall word!  But the second I say “Andi, here!” here she comes, like a rocket.  She’ll get me trained yet. 
And how about the order we say our words in?  Let’s face it, for people who want quiet dogs, we sure make a lot of noises with our mouths.  How is a poor dog supposed to know what is addressed to him, and what is just more sounds?  I work the “Name Game” a lot with my dogs – they all know that there’s a special sound that refers only to them.  But if I say “Here Shea” – I don’t have his attention until I say his name – what was that sound I made before his name, and is it relevant to him?  “Shea, here” get’s a much better response – I’ve got his attention first, then he hears what I’m asking him to do.  Good boy.  By the way, this works for sharing popcorn as well.  We’re working on a bowl of popcorn as I type – if I don’t say the name of the recipient for “this kernel” before it’s delivered, there’s a scramble to be the receiving dog.  But if I say one dog’s name first, the others respect that and know theirs is coming.  Clever pups.
Then there’s competition heel work.  How do I make it black and white for my dog?  I think the first challenge is to have a good visual in my mind of exactly what I’m looking for.  (Going to an obedience trial and watching some of those amazing teams helps me define my goals!)  When I have that picture firmly in mind, I’ll know when I’m not getting it “right”.  I’ve found the easiest way to get a consistent picture from my dog is to give the dog a consistent focal point.  With my bigger dogs, I’m using an arm band (this is where you “watch”).  For little Alice the Cavalier, it’s all about watching my wrist watch (with my hand hanging straight down, it’s low enough for her to watch it without straining).  I’m liking what I’m getting.  I think heel work is a continuous work in progress for a competitive dog, but the more consistent we can be in what we ask, the less time we have to spend “drilling” heel work.
So what’s my challenge going forward?  One word, one meaning; get the dog’s attention before I ask for anything; and make sure I have a solid picture of what I want and how I can achieve it before I confuse the dog with “shades of grey”.
