Stay, no really, stay				By Laurie Albright
Have you ever noticed that Stay is the most stressful exercise in the Obedience Ring?  Especially when you get to Open, and you can’t watch your dog (willing it with every ounce of your being to please just stay there).  It really doesn’t have to be that way.  Stay is not hard to teach, but there are some rules you need to follow and you need to build it one step at a time.  By the way, same rules and building go for the dog who will never hit an obedience competition; all dogs should have a good solid stay for their own safety and your sanity!
So what’s the number one rule?  Teach the dog a release word.  Make it black and white.  If you haven’t released the dog, the stay isn’t done.  Try to avoid using a release word that is part of your every-day vocabulary.  A commonly used release word is “okay”, but I found that I say that too often when I’m speaking with other people (yes, I have accidentally released my dog before, sigh).  I’ve now changed my release word to “all done” – it’s not as likely to come out of my mouth without me thinking about it.  
Next thing, train it in pieces.  There are three parts to stay work:  time, distractions and distance.  If you truly want a reliable stay, train your time and distractions before you add distance.  Yes, there’s a reason for that.  If your dog “breaks stay” (gets up before you release him), you need to put him back immediately – better if you can stop him while he’s just thinking about it. If you are twenty feet away, your dog has the opportunity to change the stay game into “catch me if you can” – which is way more exciting than stay!  Especially when your face gets all red and you start trying to grab him!  So stay nice and close (even with the dog on leash) until you can walk around him bouncing a tennis ball, squeaking a toy, walking another dog and he can stay there for five minutes.  Only then should you start to walk away from him.
Next concept; if you make one component harder, make the other ones easier.  If you have worked up to 5 minutes without distractions and now you want to take your dog to Pet Smart on a Saturday to practice stay work – cut your time back down to 30 seconds.  You’ve increased the distraction component, decrease the time component.  Gradually build your dog back up to 5 minutes with your new level of distraction.  Once your dog is working stays to the level you like for time and distractions and you start adding distance - reduce the time and distractions, build them back up again.
How fast should you make changes?  It depends on the dog.  My rule of thumb is: if the dog is unsuccessful three times in a row – it’s too hard, back off a little and let him be right.  A dog can get frustrated with not being right, help them out and let them build on their success!
So there you have it.  If you work diligently for three to six months, you should have a dog with a really reliable stay.  Remember to go slowly at first, making changes gradually; you will start to progress faster and faster the better your dog understands the job.  
