By ELIZABETH ANNAND
Training dogs is much like establishing relationships (with a significant other or your child). You can read all the books you have time for, but it is still a very “seat-of-the-pants” process. Like people, every dog is different, and there are just simply no guarantees. However, dog behavior is distinct in that a dog is certainly more accepting of any training mistakes and often more resilient than a human. Even in the most glaring cases, the dog is not going to break up with you or disown you. This principle permits us to take advantage our dear friend in many ways – good and bad. And unfortunately; by virtue of a dog’s loyalty, a trainer may have difficulty in recognizing mistakes.
This is the case with a certain young dog: over-correction. In training with this particular dog (which incidentally is not a GSD, but our problems are not uncommon among breeds), the first mistake I made was assuming that training him was going to be like any other dog I trained. Using the usual equipment (choke collar, food) and stepping right into the basics (sit, down, come, etc.). We began training when he was 11 weeks, which may have been too soon for him. The second mistake I made was I was just not “seeing” him. I did not key-in on certain exhibited behaviors. The third mistake I made was after I had worked him for I while, I got lazy (probably the most common mistake in training). Then the mistakes just snowballed into a landscape the size of Antarctica.
And all because he was difficult, did not respond classically to correction, and he was resilient. He has the drive of a top working dog, but now he is over-corrected, and all I had taught him was to ignore me. (I am exaggerating. He knows a lot, but this often appears to be quite the contrary.)
Okay. I had to stop puzzling over the mistakes; there were just too many to count. I had to pretend I had a new dog, and he was going to teach me new tricks. I also had to forget about getting the original dog back, and work with the dog I had and, this time, not let him get away from me! The philosophy that I now adopt is all positive reinforcement. There would be no correction with my dog, so I had to reprogram my head into only thinking about what I wanted him to do – NOT what I didn’t want him to do.
I went back to square one and I had to stay there until it was safe to move on. I had to build a new training foundation, repair our current relationship by reevaluating the questions “How does my dog think?  What is important to him?  What does he want?” I asked myself because I am starting to recognize the misconception that my dog wants to work for me. Could it be that a dog works for you to get what he wants?
I began to analyze the varying strengths in the individual drives. This particular dog has no pack drive, so for him, it was never about me. This may have been the root of the correction problem. It just didn’t mean that much to him, and bad behavior was worth the punishment. As I turned to the remaining drives, I already fully appreciated that his play drive is over the top, so I am now in the process of just playing with him.

My goal here is to get the dog to believe that I am just the coolest thing since sliced beef. I began by introducing a new toy. Then based on his strong fetching instincts, used retrieving as the as the game we would play. I adopted an idea that Schutzhund trainers use: the two hose game. I use two pieces of washing machine hose (each about 18 inches long) and basically play something like Keep Away. I first dance around waving a hose hooting and hollering, then throw it to one side. As the dog picks up the first hose, I show him the other hose, and throw it in the opposite direction. And as soon as he picks up the second hose, I grab the first hose and repeat the whole sequence. Pretty soon the dog is running right past me, dropping the one hose to get the other hose.

We play this game for about 10 minutes. This is much like how two dogs would behave when there are two bones in a room. The more dominant dog will always want the other bone that the other dog has, and it goes back and forth. To keep the hoses interesting, they remain unavailable to the dog except during our play exercises.
The two-hose game is different from a simple retrieving session. First, I am not concerned about his returning the article; I want him to focus on the article I have in my possession. I am teasing him, of course, but I am involved in the game as another retriever. This is a much more interactive experience and gets the dog to focus on you as well as the toy. This is further reinforced by tossing the two articles from side to side causing the dog to pass you each time he goes for the fetch, which puts the trainer in the middle of the action.
My other training sessions with my dog are based on his very high food drive. This time I am using food to get him to focus on me. We currently are working on little exercises involving things like his name, eye contact, walking on leash, etc. The name game has required additional reprogramming on my part. From now on I only call my dog by his name to reward him. Every time I say his name only something wonderful is going to happen. No more “Ted, hush,” “Ted, get your ass over here,” or “Ted, stop it.” I will call him something else if I have to, like Boy, Jerk, or Whatever. If I call him to me and he doesn’t come, I use the puppy song.
Basically, every time the dog does something I like, I reward him through praise and food. For example, I will spend 10 minutes calling his name and giving him treats. I will hold praise and food hostage until he gives me eye contact. This dog is a terrible pully-bully on leash, and now when he does not pull, I simply reward him. As soon as he starts pulling, I do a 180-degree turn and soon as he is next to me walking nicely, I say “Good, boy!” and treat him. The whole time I am training, I am smiling and happy. La la la la la la.

Last of all, the most important adaptation I have had to make is to allow my dog to teach me who he is naturally. Being bred for work, he already has a long list of instinctive behaviors, but until lately, I was not utilizing them to their maximum potential. Now, as he does something, ANYTHING, I evaluate his demonstration, then tap into it – try new ways to use his instincts and incorporate them into your training needs. For example, he already tracks well instinctively, but the challenging part will be to get him to track in a way that is useful to me.
Two years into training this dog, I understand that correction just doesn’t work for him. There are many trainers today who believe no dog needs correction, and all training should be positive. This includes remaining objective and unemotional during training exercises, viewing training as a two-way street where everyone is learning. Our dogs have so much to show us, and we can’t afford to miss anything. I’m on the edge of my leash, filled with rapt attention.
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