Training for JH and Beyond--Some Preliminaries


Roy L. Sanford
If you have ever watched a polished hunting dog and its owner work birds, you have most likely seen a smooth working partnership.  The owner would not need more than a few words to guide his dog.  The two would seemingly have an unspoken connection.  Such a level of performance requires an excellent relationship between owner  and dog plus considerable training.  It is not the result of one day, week or even month of work.  

I've trained four of my own vizslas to earn AHC MH titles.  I am not a professional trainer, and so along the way by trial and error I learned a number of important lessons:
· Training needs to be broken down into small steps and worked for mastery at each stage.  Patience is essential.  The pace of training depends on the dog.  Whenever I tried to rush the dog and take bigger steps I always ran into trouble.
· I found a simple approach to work best.  If the dog did it right, he got rewarded.  If the dog did it wrong, he got corrected.  Punishment was never part of the regimen.  Repetition, consistency and a positive attitude are essential.  
· Short sessions ending on success work best.  If the dog has fun he will want to do more in the future.  Drilling a dog on things he already does well is a waste of time.  Just make the drills more difficult as the dog progresses. 
· I learned early on a dog is not a machine and training is not a linear process.  It may be necessary to back up a step before progress can be made.  It is not a race to some imaginary finish line.  Each dog is an individual and  must be treated as such.  What works for one may not work for another.
I follow a particular sequence in training my own dogs.  The first step is to awaken their interest in birds.  This is done using a harnessed bird and fishing pole or flight limited birds in the field.  I want the dog to have fun, learn on his own he cannot catch the birds, and ultimately start pointing.  This is more play than anything else.  The next step is to train the dog in the "whoa" command.  This command is the foundation for advanced bird work in the field.  The third step is to introduce birds into steadiness drills to prepare the dog for field work.  I have my own way of evaluating if the dog is ready.  I expect the dog to stand still with a bird on his back.  If the dog will not do this, it is not  going to be steady in the field in the presence of free flying birds.  All my titled dogs can do this.  Note the pictures of Tuurk!
In conclusion, if you are committed to training your dog for hunting or to achieve a title, I strongly encourage you to do the necessary preparatory work.  You will never regret spending the time.  
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