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Operation: Winner Doggie

Holy Smokes!  I have to admit it, I’m pooped.  I forgot how much time, diligence and energy a new puppy requires. Operation: Winner Doggie is going quite well though.  No ornaments were chewed or swallowed; every shoe has been accounted for and all socks have been recovered before going down his gullet.  There have been a few casualties in this battle however, the phone recharger cord of my daughter’s no longer dangles from its perch having suffered numerous puncture wounds and the miniature Talking Phone Book now lies in shreds!  We have tried to be very diligent in our pottie training as well and he has rewarded this diligence! He will urinate on the command “Go Pottie” when taken to his favorite latrine area, almost without fail.  He has also “rewarded” us with “potties” in other areas when we are not as diligent.  The inside versus outside connection isn’t quite there yet.  Comet Kitty has taken a few swipes at this tormentor and Cajun has had to school this young usurper numerous times.  Her initial glee of having a playmate was followed by “You mean he’s STAYING!”  Please remember the two most important rules about teaching our puppies; set them up for success and keep each training session simple fun and pleasurable for you and your puppy.
Today Winner is nine weeks old and almost to the day he has achieved two major milestones in his training.  The first is a true recognition of his name.  Up to this point anything exciting would be cause to check things out and he came out of curiosity.  Now, he has the sit, stay, come concept down pretty well.  He turns his head when his name is called, he gets up and comes over when addressed.  He is beginning to become an individual.  Everytime we go outside, inside or even to get attention, Winner “Hups” or sits. Initially a piece of food was passed over Winner’s nose and moved up and back along his head.  His head followed the food up and his rear went down.  No pushing or forcing the rump. As he sat, I said “sit.” Yep, it’s that easy. We have practiced on the streets of Edinboro, in the parking lot of Tinseltown, along Edinboro Lake, in the back field and even in Dr. Halmi’s dentist office! Can’t beat the socialization, it’s critical.  He used to get a little treat each time along with verbal praise. Now there are fewer treats, always a verbal praise and a short toot on the whistle; hunting dog lingo for “Sit.”  My philosophy on this differs from some that discourage food reward.  Their argument is that they want the dog to work for your praise not for food.  Many find that successful.  I believe however that a pup can’t quite appreciate the praise I am giving it initially but that food is a language that is universally understood which can be phased out as our bond develops.  This method also works. 
The “stay” command is a natural off shoot of “sit”.  I mean when we want our pets to sit, we also want them to stay as well don’t we?  Like when we put the food bowl down or open the door to welcome guests.  So once the sit is well under way (he does it every time without food reward) hold your hand up like a policeman and say “Stay Winner.”  Stand there for a few seconds and give him the reward.  After a few times, take a step backwards after saying the command and return praising him for staying.  Over time you will be able to increase the distance (number of backward steps) and time that your pet will sit and stay.  If they break, return to them, ask them to sit and shorten the distance and/or time until you are successful. This is your new starting point.  Remember this is to be fun!  We had a few chaotic feeding times when the sit, stay commands were not quite fully mastered and I tried to feed both dogs at the same time in the same area.  Neither of the dogs  knew (or cared) who the “sit,” “stay,” “no,” “get out of there,” “come here,” “No,” “Stop IT” commands where addressed to.  Total chaos!
I briefly touched on the “come” command last time.  Remember, initially always encourage your pup to come to you with something of interest but do not use the word or hand signal until he is actually coming.  After the stay command was well understood I incorporated the “Come” into the training program. Winner was staying very well at 5-6 steps so I began to kneel at that distance and used a high excited voice “Come Winner” and he would come barreling over sometimes tripping over his big clumsy feet.  Initially he was on lead in case he didn’t respond.  I kept a favorite dangly toy in my pocket to encourage his interest if he was slow.  Never tug your puppy harshly or call him to discipline him and don’t put him in a position to fail.  Now it’s repetition, repetition and repetition to fully incorporate these basics into his noggin’!  
The second milestone reached was an appreciation of my vocal praise and an interest in pleasing me. That means that he is bonding to me and is becoming a happy “pack” member, This will make training much easier. 

Winner came to me comfortable sleeping in his crate or “den.”  That was great because I am a huge fan of crate training for puppies, especially for helping with pottie training.   Many people that frown on crates or think them cruel in some way forget that canines live in small dens!  It’s natural to them.  A den is their haven, their safe place, a place where their toys are kept.  Sometimes even food.  It’s a place to go anytime. They naturally don’t want to use their home as a bathroom so it makes it easier to train them!  Puppies should not be put in their crate when punished. They are not thrown in one for hours on end without toys or something of interest.  And most importantly, they are not continually placed in a crate without sufficient exercise.  Insufficient exercise is the number one problem leading to destructiveness (chewing and digging), investigative behaviors (garbage can here I come!), attention-seekers, hyperactivity, unruliness, excitability, anxieties and even some forms of excessive barking.  Get in the habit of meeting the pups needs for play and exercise before crating.  It may mean changing your schedule but it will be worth it!  What type of play?  “Traditional work” for the breed or breed type is appropriate.  For example; Retrievers do best with games of fetch or Frisbee. (although any dog can learn).  Work dogs or sledding breeds might prefer running, jogging or even pulling carts.  Be creative, your health will benefit as well!
It takes as little as 15 minutes a day of structured training to make a difference.  This can even be divided into 3 sessions if time is short.  It is essential however to make this time available to your new puppy.  Remember, our primary bonding occurs up to about week twenty!  Next time we’ll see how our leash training and my sleep quotient is doing.

Winner says, “Happy New Year!” 

