Contact Training

 (Go-Dogs, Omaha Nebraska)
Goal:  to teach a dog to perform a contact in a 2 foot on/off position, independent of the handler.

Prerequisite:  The dog must have a full understanding of the “touch” concept, and be able to send to a target, perform a nose touch and remain at the target until released.

Step One:  working the dog on the very bottom of the contact

· Place the target on the ground in front of the contact, in a place that the dog can comfortably perform a nose touch with the front feet on the ground, the hind feet touching the contact.

· Teach the dog to get on the very lowest part of the contact, by performing a “behind” or “side”.  Dog should be standing on the contact, with all four feet on, inches from the end of the contact.

Problems that occur:  Handlers take the “easy” way out, by luring the dog up the contact, only to yank back down.  The dogs are already confused, this only compounds the problem.  Dogs are also placed too high on the contact, which makes finding the target difficult, and holding the touch position until verbally released impossible.

· Handler stands next to the dog, holding the dog’s collar.  The handler’s toes match the end of the contact, and the handler is pointing in the same direction as the dog.

Problems that occur:  Dog uncomfortable with hand in the collar.  This must be trained away from agility. Also, if the handler has cookies in the hand that is in the collar, dog is more concerned with getting the cookies than finding the target.

· Handler gives the “touch” command, and removes hand from collar, dog moves forward the very small distance needed to perform a nose touch, with the front feet on the ground.

Problems that occur:  “TOUCH, TOUCH, TOUCH”  If your dog doesn’t know to look for the target, you can show it to him while you have your hand in the collar.  If dog still shows no interest, you need to work on touch away from equipment, making it very fun.

· The instant the dog touches the contact with his nose, the handler clicks or marks the behavior, and immediately rewards with food, which is given from the hand closest to the dog.  The handler then verbally releases dog with a release command, and dog should move off the contact.

Problems that occur:  Handler rewards with hand furthest from the dog, this will encourage dogs to come off the side of the contact.  The biggest problem in this first step is dogs that cannot hold their position until they are verbally released.  Make sure the dog is waiting at the target for the reward to come to him before you ever try to teach contacts.  Do not hold the position for more than the time it takes to give the dog a treat.  The best way to correct this problem is to have the instructor stand in front of the dog, giving cookies while the dog is performing the nose touch.  Another very big problem is that the dog releases themselves from the contact.  They should stay in this position until they are verbally released, using the same word every single time.  Remember, when you are first starting, dogs are in this position for a very small period of time before they are released.


Step Two:  Proofing the dog on the bottom of the contact

· Prerequisite:  Dog must be able to perform a touch from the bottom of the contact, with the handler standing in the correct “position”.  If the dog cannot hold it’s position for one touch, then it is not ready to proof.

· WORD OF WARNING:   DO NOT SAY WAIT TO KEEP THE DOG IN THE TOUCH POSITION!!!!!  TOUCH SHOULD ALREADY MEAN WAIT, IF IT DOES NOT, THEN YOU HAVE NOT TRAINED IT PROPERLY ON THE FLAT!!

· The first step in proofing is to ask the dog for several nose touches in a row, rewarding each one, as the dog holds it’s position on the contact.  The handler is in “position”, feet at the edge of the contact, facing forward, the same way the dog is facing.  Handler says “touch”, and marks/clicks when dog touches, handler gives cookie to dog with dog side hand. Stands up, then asks for another touch, clicks/rewards, then releases dog.  Start with two touches in a row, making sure each touch is rewarded.  Try this from both sides of the contact.  When you are doing well with two touches, increase the number, making sure that you are clicking/rewarding every single touch.
Problems that occur:  Dog will not stay in position for more than one nose touch.  This should not be a problem if touch was taught correctly on the flat.  Your dog should be able to perform several nose touches on the ground, at a distance from you, being rewarded for each one before you ever place your dog on a contact.  If dog does come off, simply place back on, ask for touch, reward, and try again.  You will need to go back and rework this step on the ground, away from equipment.

· When you are certain the dog completely understands that he is supposed to stay in touch position while performing multiple nose touches, you can start to vary the handler’s position.  Start by moving one small step laterally away from the contact as the dog is performing the nose touch.  Make sure you click/reward the nose touch, by moving in very quickly to give the reward.  Ask for another touch, reward, and release.  Continue in this fashion, moving slightly away from the contact as the dog is performing the nose touch.  You can be moving one step laterally, forward, backwards, etc.
Problems that occur:  Dog is confused by handler moving away, handler possibly moved too far away too quickly.  If dog comes off the contact, place them back on, ask for several touches, rewarding each one, and try again.

· When dog is understands that he is supposed to stay in position while you are one step away, and perform touches, you can start very gradually moving further away, asking for touches, stepping in to reward each touch, stepping back away, and dog holds position until verbally released.  All this proofing work needs to be done at the very bottom of the contact.  Work to the point that you can walk a circle around the end of the contact, asking and rewarding touches, while dog holds its position.
· When dog can hold position with handler moving around the base of the contact, performing touches, you can start adding distractions.  Start with low level ones, such as a bit of kibble placed on the floor some distance from the dog’s target.  If this goes well, and handler can walk around with the distraction present and dog still holds contact, up the level of distraction.
Problems that occur:  Dog doesn’t hold position and goes for the treat on the floor.  This is common, make sure dog doesn’t get the treat (place your foot over it), give a “Whoops” command, place back on the target, ask and reward touches, then try again with distraction slightly further back.

· When dog is able to perform multiple touches from the bottom of the contact, with the handler moving around the contact, and distractions present, then, and only then, do you place the dog higher on the contact.

