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TAKE IT OR LEAVE IT


	Visualize this fantasy: You are taking your Bearded Collie, Sammie, for his early-morning 20-minute walk in the woods behind your house before you leave for work.  He’s a well-mannered dog, so you are already dressed in your business suit.  You have your morning routine timed down to the minute.  All you need to do is swap your sneakers for your good shoes when you get back from the walk and you’re on your way out the door.
	Suddenly you spot a small black-and-white figure in the trail up ahead.  Sammie spots it at the exact same instant.  As Sammie darts forward, you realize that it is not Felix, the neighbor’s tuxedo cat – it is a “kitty” of the much less pleasant – and more fragrant – variety.  Oh no – if Sammie gets skunked you’ll never get to work on time!  Worse yet, you’ll miss a critically important meeting with the firm’s best client.
	Do you panic and run after Sammie, yelling at the top of your lungs?  Nope. Very calmy, in a clearly audible but pleasant tone of voice, you say, “Sammie, Leave It!”
	Sammie stops in his tracks, spins around and runs back to you, grinning and wagging his tail.  You give him a triumphant “Yes!” and a tasty chunk of freeze-dried liver as a reward for his exemplary behavior.  Then, discretion being the better part of dog-management, you turn off on another path to finish Sammie’s walk. 
This Magic Moment
	This magic moment is not an impossible fantasy.  It is the result of positive and committed training, and the partnership that develops between you and your dog as a consequence.  As much as Sammie thinks he might enjoy a skunk-scuffle, he knows that he can count on you to give him something wonderful when he responds to the words “Leave-It”.  You have practiced this behavior so often and made it so rewarding that his brain is programmed to respond when he hears the cue – he doesn’t even have to stop and think about it.  You even practiced with the neighbor’s Felix – a confident feline who knew better than to run from Sammie and trigger his prey-chase instinct.  When you and Sammie saw the skunk, you were so sure that Sammie would respond that you could say “Leave it!” in the perfect, upbeat tone of voice, just like you use in training.  You knew the meeting with your client was never in jeopardy – you were positive that Sammie would leave the skunk alone when you asked him to.
Pain or Pleasure?
	Until fairly recently, trainers often used punishment to teach a dog to leave something alone “on command.”   We would place something tempting on the ground, such as a bowl of irresistibly smelly cat food, and tell the dog to leave it.  When he, naturally, went for the bait, we would give him a resounding “collar correction” (punishment) by jerking, hard, on his choke-chain or prong collar, sometimes eliciting a yelp of pain from our unfortunate subject.  The dog learned to leave things alone when told because he knew he would be hurt if he didn’t.  
Of course, trainers who use pain and punishment to control their dogs not only risk physical damage to the dog, they also risk damaging the trainer-dog relationship in the process.  The dog may learn to fear the punisher as well as the punishment.  While some trainers still use force to achieve their training objectives, today’s positive trainers prefer a relationship based on trust, over one that relies on fear to control a dog.  Behaviors like “Leave It” can be instilled by teaching your dog that it is consistently very rewarding to respond to the verbal cue, and that not-responding gets no reward.  Let’s look at a step-by-step explanation of how to accomplish this.
10 Steps To A Positive Leave-It
1. 	Charge the Clicker: This is the slang term for conditioning your dog to a reward marker.  It simply means teaching him that a sound, such as the Click! of a clicker or a word, such as “Yes!”, means that he just earned a reward by performing a desirable behavior.  Because all living things repeat behaviors that are rewarding to them, consistently marking and rewarding a particular behavior will cause that behavior to increase.  A food treat is the easiest reward to give, since the dog can eat it quickly and get back to work.  For most dogs, petting, while enjoyable, is not an exciting enough treat to be effective as a reward, at least not in the initial stages of training.  Some dogs don’t enjoy being petted, and for them, it is actually be a punishment and would discourage the very behavior you are trying to reinforce.  Toys, such as the toss of a tennis ball, can be a great reward for some dogs, surpassing even the food treat.  It takes more time, however, to reward with a toy, and therefore is more of an interruption to the training process.  You charge the clicker (or other reward marker) by making it Click!, then immediately feeding Sammie a treat.  Repeat this over and over, until his eyes light up when he hears the Click! because he knows it means that a treat is coming.  For most dogs, a dozen repetitions or so is plenty.  Now you are ready to start using the clicker in your training.
2. 	“Leave-It” in the Hand: Hold your clicker and a reservoir of small treat pieces in one hand.  This is the “treat hand”.  Hide this hand behind your back.  Put one treat in your other hand.  This is the “forbidden hand.”  Offer your forbidden hand to Sammie at his nose level, with the treat closed in your fist, palm up.  As you lower your fist, say “Leave It”, one time, in a pleasant tone of voice.  Remember, you are just giving Sammie information – you are not trying to scare him into leaving your hand alone.
3. 	Now Just Wait: Sammie will probably slime and slobber all over your hand, trying to get the treat out of your closed fist.  Just wait.  Don’t repeat the “Leave It” cue, don’t move your hand away, and don’t say “No!” or anything else to get him to stop.  Just wait.  Sooner or later he will get bored or distracted and look away from your hand.  The instant  he does, Click! the clicker (or say “Yes!” if you are using a verbal marker) and feed him a treat from your other hand.  (It may take some practice to learn how to feed one treat from the back of your hand while you are holding the clicker between your thumb and forefinger.)
4. 	Repeat: Now do it again.  Hide your treat hand behind your back, and give the verbal “Leave It!” cue in a pleasant tone of voice as you lower your forbidden hand in front of his nose.  (Remember, it has to be at Sammie’s nose-level.  Six inches above his nose is cheating!)  Again, wait until he looks away, then Click! and treat.  Keep repeating this step.  In very short order (you will be amazed at how quickly) Sammie will look away from your forbidden hand when he hears “Leave It” – because he knows that’s the quickest way to get a reward from your other hand.  This is the “lightbulb moment” that positive trainers cherish – when you see the understanding in your dog’s eyes and know that he will do the behavior willingly and voluntarily because he comprehends the positive consequence.  All living things repeat behaviors that are rewarding to them.  In that “lightbulb moment,” Sammie “gets” that he can make the Click! happen by offering a rewardable behavior.
5. 	Lengthen the Leave It: Now we need Sammie to understand that he will get rewarded for staying away from the forbidden hand.  When he reliably responds by moving his nose away from the hand on your “Leave It” cue, leave your forbidden hand in position and Click! and reward several times before he has the chance to go back and sniff it again.  Gradually increase the length of time between clicks, until he understands that if he keeps “not-looking” at the forbidden object, he will get more rewards. Note: Most dogs can accomplish steps one-through-five in one training session.  If Sammie got the first five steps quickly and easily, you can continue on.  If it was hard for him (or you) and either or both of you are feeling a little frustrated, stop at number five, end the training with a behavior that is easy and fun for you and Sam, and start again with step number one on your next training session.  He should move through the first five steps more easily the next time, and be ready to move on to Step Six.
6. 	Open Your Hand: When Sammie understands that “Leave It” means “Don’t Go Back To The Forbidden Hand,”  you can start offering the forbidden object on your flat palm, with your hand open.  Chances are good that Sammie will try to eat the treat.  He is not disobeying you – he has simply learned that “Leave It” means to leave your closed hand alone.  A treat offered in plain view is another criteria – another training challenge – and we have to teach him that it means the same thing.  Again, it’s easier than you think.  Say “Leave It” and offer the treat in your open hand, at nose level.  When Sammie dives for it, do not pull your hand away.  Simply snap your fist closed quickly enough so that he doesn’t get the treat.  Don’t say “No” or repeat the “Leave It” cue.  Just hold your still closed and still, and wait for him to look away.  Theinstant he does, Click! and treat as before, and at the same time open your forbidden hand.  If he stays away, Click! and treat.  If he tries to get it, close your fist.  Keep repeating this step until he stops trying to get the treat from your open hand.  Click!, treat and celebrate!  Then remove your hand and offer the object again, hand open.  Repeat this step until Sammie reliably respects the “Leave It” cue when you offer the treat in your open hand.
7. 	On the Floor: Now you get to put the treat on the floor.  Once again, this is a new criteria, and you can’t expect Sammie to get it right the first time.  Kneel in front of  him, say “Leave It” in a pleasant tone of voice, and place the treat on the floor.  Keep it covered with your hand!  Dogs tend to think that anything that hits the floor belongs to them, and Sammie is likely to try even harder to get this one.  Again, just wait until he gives up or gets distracted, then Click! and feed him a treat from your other hand.  Do it again. And again.  When Sammie promptly moves his nose away from the treat as you give the cue and place the forbidden object on the floor, uncover the treat very slightly.  If he dives for it, cover it back up and wait for him to look away.  Click! and treat.  As you did with the open hand, keep working with the treat on the floor, gradually moving your protective hand farther away from it until he will “Leave It” even if your hand is nowhere near.  Note: It is best to err on the side of caution here.  Protect the treat with your hand very near to it until you are sure he will leave it alone.  If you get overconfident and Sammie gets the treat before you can cover it, he gets rewarded for the very behavior you are trying to prevent. If that happens you may need to go back and reinforce the behavior at a previous level for a while and work up to this one again.
8. 	Stand Up: Up until now, you have been kneeling, with the treat on the floor.  Now you are going to stand up.  When you do, Sammie may think it’s okay to eat the treat.  When one dog moves away from food he has been eating or guarding, it is often as if he is giving the watching dog tacit permission to move in and eat.  Cover the treat with your foot.  Repeat the “Leave It” exercise using your foot to guard the treat until you can gradually move it away and have Sammie refrain from eating the treat.  You are making great progress – you are almost ready to start applying the cue to real-life situations.
9. 	Leave-It Course: Sammie needs to be on a leash for this step.  On a flat surface (an asphalt driveway or cement patio works well), set out several piles of low-to-medium value treats – dry dog cookies or Cheerios, not roast beef or cheddar cheese.  The piles should be at least 12-15 feet apart.  Warm up with some Step 8 “Leave It” exercises, then walk Sammie toward the first pile.  As soon as he notices the pile, stand still and say “Leave It!” in a pleasant tone of voice.  Make sure the leash is short enough that he can’t reach the pile.  At first, try to stop so that he gets no closeer than three feet to the temptation.  Now, just wait.  Do not repeat the verbal cue.  When he stops trying to get the treat and turns toward you, Click! and feed him a highly  valuable treat from your hand.  Now proceed to the next pile, making sure he doesn’t sneak a cookie as you pass the first one.  Repeat the exercise at each of the piles, and then start over again at the beginning.  You should notice him responding to your “Leave It” cue sooner and sooner.  In fact, he may start avoiding the piles altogether – giving them a wide berth and not even looking at them.  This is a very good thing!  He is doing his best to honor the Leave It” cue you gave him the last time you passed that pile.  (Do not try to drag him over to the piles so you can tell him to “Leave It.”)  Your ultimate goal is to have Sammie respond to your verbal cue before the leash tightens.  When he will do this consistently, you know that he is truly controlling his own behavior in response to the cue, rather than relying on the leash to stop him.  Then you get to up the ante, by putting more valuable treats in the piles and starting over again.  Be sure to put the piles in different places each time you practice.  When Sammie will do “Leave It” without any leash-tightening with even the most wonderful treat temptations, you’re ready to try it off-leash.  Start over again with boring treats, and warm Sammie up on-leash.  (You want to set him up to succeed.)  After a few warm-ups, take the leash off and walk him through the course.  Keep your tone of voice and attitude the same.  Presto – he’s done it!!  Now you can gradually work up to piles with treats of higher value, until Sammie resists the most savory temptations you can provide.
10. 	Real Life: Make a list of real-life situations where you can use Sammie’s “Leave It” behavior.  The possibilities are endless.  Great-Aunt Matilda walking in your front door.  The neighbor’s kid whipping by on his Christmas scooter.  The hors d’oeurves sitting on the coffee table at your next cocktail party.  The KFC wrapper lying in the gutter.  The cookie resting at Sammie-nose level in your two-year-old toddler’s hand. To the extent possible, set up training sessions for each of the items on the list, with Sammie on leash at first, then off-leash.  The more you practice “Leave It” with different circumstances, the more easily Sammie will generalize his response to the cue even when he encounters a new experience that you haven’t practiced with him.
	Like the skunk on the trail.  Wouldn’t you love to be able to make it to that critically important meeting with the firm’s best client?   

