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The Obedience Corner

Dear George, Ingrida and Teressa,

Can you help me figure out what happened?!!!  I entered Fritzy in his first obedience show, and he didn’t do the exercises correctly!  
During the heeling pattern and figure 8, the leash was tight most of the time.  I felt like I was dragging him!  He didn’t trot nicely next 
to me like he does in class or in the backyard.  During the heel off-leash part, we started out together, but then he wandered away from 
me…just sniffing the floor the whole time.  I called him back twice, but he just looked up at me like I was a green-haired monster, and 
kept ambling away.  During the recall, he started running towards me, but then veered over to the steward standing outside the ring 
entrance, and jumped up on her to get his leash!!

I was so disappointed.  We’d been training extra-hard the last couple of weeks, and I thought we would at least get a qualifying score.  
Can you help me figure out what went wrong?

Fretting Frieda 

Dear Frieda,

You’ve written to the right people!  All three of us have personally shared your experience.  It’s really hard when you’ve trained so 
much, and then have such a disappointing first showing.  Also, it can happen several times during the PBGV’s showing career.  Some 
people might think your dog was never trained, but we all know that’s certainly not the case!  Other people might say your dog is “ring 
wise” because you’ve indicated he’s trained, but then he just does his own thing in the ring because he “knows” he can’t be corrected 
in the ring.  Don’t fret any more, Frieda.  We can help you and Fritzy improve before you show again.  Please read through the rest of 
this article to learn how to handle these situations.

Sincerely,

George, Ingrida and Teressa

Come, Sit, Stay a While!  

What Frieda describes is quite common to many beginners who 
show in obedience.  It also occurs in agility, conformation, rally, 
and tracking.  And it even happens to experienced handlers.  Two 
of the common reasons for Fritzy’s behavior are consistency of the 
dog’s training and the relationship between you and your dog.

Consistency of the Dog’s Training

Dogs learn to generalize behavior pretty quickly because they are 
efficient learners.  They won’t try the same thing too many times 
without being rewarded before they give up.  Something has to 
reward them for their effort.  They may have received a cookie or 
lavish praise from you, or they rewarded themselves by catching 
the squirrel, finding the empty dog food can in the recycle bin or 
eating your new leather shoe that feels so good in their mouth.  

How quickly does your dog learn to generalize?  That depends 
on his confidence level, the rewards he earns for his efforts and 
his trust in the handler.  Have you noticed how long your dog is 
willing to keep working to please you or to earn a reward?  Will he 
keep trying various behaviors that will earn him a treat or praise, or 
does he just give up after a few attempts?  Dogs learn how to figure 
out a problem and then solve it.  Either you will train the dog, or 
the dog will train you.  Does he wait for you to swoop in to help 
him by positioning his body for him rather than you giving him 
time to figure out where heel position is?  Does he repeatedly wait 
for you to point a second or third time to the jump he should jump?  
If he does this, then he has trained you to do the work for him!  
Dogs solve problems all the time…they do this naturally.  That’s 

why they keep digging at that 1⁄4 inch hole to make it larger in 
order to crawl under the fence to get to the other side.  That’s how 
they figure out how to open the sliding pantry door so that they 
can reach into the recycle bin to pull out that empty baked beans 
can.  That’s why they keep jumping up to reach counters because 
they once pulled off a loaf of bread.  And they keep scratching at 
the door because the owner then lets them outside.  You can teach 
them to use their natural problem-solving process in your training 
also!

Frieda, one of your training philosophies must be that Fritzy 
conclude that he has to perform your command or the exercise no 
matter where you and he are: the environment doesn’t matter.  You 
can teach Fritzy the tools to solve a problem.  As you’re training, 
when he starts doing an exercise and realizes he’s made a mistake, 
let him learn to stop by himself, retrace his steps, and start the 
exercise again by himself.  This will cause him to be successful 
in what you were training, and he’ll earn his reward.  As he’s 
retracing his steps trying to figure out where he went wrong, the 
handler must be patient and give the dog adequate time to work 
through the problem.  Adequate time might be 20 seconds.  It 
might be nearly a minute.  Don’t rush in to help him!  Watch him 
out of the corners of your eyes as he’s figuring it out.  He’s trying 
to remember what it is he should do to earn that praise and cookie!  
You can softly say “yes” as he correctly moves through each step 
of that exercise to reassure him he’s on the right problem-solving 
path.  This will encourage him to continue trying.   You will be so 
proud of him!
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Your job as the handler is to continue being consistent in your 
training even when you change just one variable on him.  For 
instance, if you frequently train in the backyard, but then go to 
the park, can Fritzy still heel with attention?  If not, then in the 
beginning you would help him learn how to heel in the park where 
there are distractions that are very different from your yard.  You 
will help him go through the same problem-solving process in his 
brain that he used when he learned to heel in the backyard.  You 
will keep your hands in the same position.  Your stride length will 
be identical.  Your facial expressions will be the same smiling 
ones as in the yard.  Your voice will be the same happy voice. 
Dogs read body language much better than people do, so your 
cues, body signals, etc. must be consistent.  You must not become 
stressed and frustrated.  When he makes a mistake you will gently 
help him be successful, even using more food if necessary.  All of 
this will help him realize that, even though you’re at the park, he 
must still look up at you instead of gawking at the birds, squirrels 
and strollers.  Repeat the above sequence in front of the grocery 
store, library, and movie theater.  Entertain the postman, the kids 
on your block, and the residents at the senior center.  Practice near 
the conformation rings or vendor booths at the dog show.  Do a 
couple of quick seconds of heeling while filling the gas tank, or to 
earn the privilege of taking a walk.  Being required to perform the 
command in all of these locations and situations will give Fritzy 
more confidence, and it will instill in him the commitment to doing 
these things in the ring just like you’d expect him to commit to 
doing things outside of the ring.  

Now, Frieda, we’re going to discuss the times when NOT to give 
your dog a command.  What do we mean by that?  What we mean 
is that if you don’t have time to enforce and fix a situation in which 
Fritzy doesn’t perform as commanded, don’t give him a command 
that’s required to be performed.  If you don’t have time to enforce 
the command, and you let him get out of the situation without 
helping him be successful or correcting him, how will Fritzy know 
the difference when he’s in the show ring?  Here’s an example:  
Let’s say you’re at the park training the “come” command with 
Fritzy on the long 40-foot leash.  You’re consistently gently 
gathering-in the long line to help Fritzy be successful as he’s 
coming to you.  Fritzy has been successful three times.  You 
suddenly see your friend Fred coming towards you.  You want to 
chat with Fred so you command Fritzy one last time to “come”, 
but then you start chatting with Fred, and don’t pay 100% attention 
to Fritzy.  Fritzy has now started sniffing a bug in the grass, and 
has wandered in circles looking for other interesting smells and is 
not paying attention to you.  After a few moments of chatting with 
Fred, you reel in the leash to get Fritzy back to you.  Fritzy did 
not successfully perform the “come” command.  Fritzy received 
neither praise nor any help nor a correction from you.  Perhaps you 
even forgot that you told Fritzy to “come”.  Fritzy didn’t forget.  
What Fritzy did learn was that he didn’t have to obey the command 
every time.  

How could you have handled this situation in the park?  We’d 
suggest that, as you noticed Fred approaching, softly acknowledge 
Fred’s presence, but keep your 100% focus and attention on 
Fritzy.  As Fritzy starts coming to you upon hearing “come”, but 
then veers to visit Fred, but then changes his mind and veers back 

towards you because he realizes YOU’RE the one with the cookie 
rewards, and continues to haul his little furry backside over to you 
to get those cookies, you’re praising him in high style for being 
such a great dog for beautifully performing the “come” command 
in front of a stranger. Yippee!  Yahoo!  Then you realize that you 
just saw Fritzy work his problem-solving process.  He started off 
successfully, veered off course, but then went back to the task by 
coming to you.  Good Dog!  Good Handler for letting Fritzy solve 
the problem on his own!

Relationship Between You and Your Dog

Now that you’ve taught the dog the skills necessary to do the 
exercises, the relationship and respect between you and Fritzy 
is very important.  Although Fritzy has the skills and problem-
solving abilities to be committed to doing what’s asked of him, 
regardless of the circumstances, there’s also a matter of not 
breaking the dog’s trust in you.  This requires you to have taught 
him which scenarios he should accept (handler training the dog) 
and in which ones he may make the decision (dog uses problem-
solving ability).  The authors have taught our dogs the fundamental 
that we would never leave our dogs or ask them to do something 
when it’s dangerous to do so.  We’ve given our dogs the training 
to problem-solve so that if the dog feels he’s threatened or in 
danger, he is free to make his own decision about not continuing 
to perform the exercise.  An example of allowing the dog to make 
the decision would be if, during the Obedience Open class group 
exercises when the handlers are out of sight, one of the other dogs 
gets up, approaches our dogs and starts posturing, growling or 
displaying aggressive behavior.  Each of the authors’ dogs would 
be perfectly within their rights to remove themselves from the 
situation by either jumping over or escaping through the gate or 
heading for a far corner of the ring.  

The relationship and respect that develops between you and Fritzy 
outside your training time is the same relationship and respect that 
exists when you’re in the obedience, agility, rally, or conformation 
ring.  If you read the previous sentence backwards, the relationship 
and respect you have with Fritzy in the obedience, agility, rally, or 
conformation rings is reflective of your relationship and respect 
with Fritzy outside the ring.  The amount of time spent in the ring 
is only a few minutes compared to the rest of your 24-hour day 
together.  It becomes a continuous cycle.  Fritzy will respect you if 
you’re consistent with him both inside and outside the ring.  Your 
relationship becomes how the two of you live your lives together.  
Every minute, every day.  

Good luck, Frieda!  We hope to meet you at the National Specialty 
show in Rhode Island in May!


