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Puppy Training

“Baby Steps: That First Week of 
Puppy Training”

by Ted Jarosh

In the movie “What About  
Bob” a few years back,  
psychiatrist Richard Dry-

phus wrote a book called “Baby 
Steps” to try and help the para-
noid and delusional Bill Murray.  
Murray’s “Bob” was, of course, 
untrainable.  However, when start-
ing a Lab puppy a few weeks ago, 
I observed with a smile that my 
training consists of taking a puppy 
through “baby steps.”

At six weeks of age my cud-
dly black lab pup - Elwood - had 
only one week of retrieving work.  
Already he had seasoned duck 
hunters smiling and shaking their 
heads.

“Jarosh has another good one 
going,” they’d say as they watched 
Elwood whip out after a dummy 
thrown thirty yards into a field 
and return it in a straight line with 
surprising verve and style.  Still the 
rawest of pups, that dog retrieved 
with unmistakable authority.

What my friends saw was a 
pup well on the way toward chal-
lenging the retrieving prowess 
my late golden retriever, Charlie, 
became famous for.  What they 
didn’t know is that I had worked 
with the pup three times a day - 
every day - to get him to the point 
where he was.  Here, day by day, is 
the methods we used and progress 
we made.

Day One - Elwood pleasantly 
surprised me by not getting sick 
during the long ride home from 

the kennel. I’ve noticed with vir-
tually every dog I own the ones 
who get sick during the first ride 
continue to do so throughout their 
lives, and those who handle that 
first ride well continue to do so.

Once home he wanted to sleep.  
Late at night he became active, 
so I began getting his attention 
with one of my son Jake’s tiny 
play footballs.  I’d throw it into a 
corner and Elwood would pounce 
on it.  As he turned with his toy, I 
was there to take it from him and 
praise him as though he’d carried 
a Canada across Lake Michigan.  
They weren’t really retrieves, more 
like a turn around and a step, but 
it was a start.

Day Two - Doing the same thing 
I backed up so that Elwood had to 
take a few steps before I intercepted 
the football.  While outside, I began 
saying “come” whenever he hap-
pened to be scampering toward 
me.  Novices who notice a trainer 
doing this seem to feel it is “cheat-
ing”.  Seasoned trainers know that 
giving a command when a puppy 
is performing the positive action 
begins the association between 
word and deed. Far too young for 
heavy training, I was simply teach-
ing the puppy to associate actions 
with words.

Day Three - Retrieves in the 
house are getting longer, though 
still only five feet or so.  I began 
changing positions when I noticed 
that Elwood would scamper after 

the football and then carry it to the 
couch, my usual tossing point, no 
matter if I was there or not.  Sessions 
remain short, five or ten minutes or 
so.  Every time I get a chance I take 
a minute to have him do two or 
three  retrieves”.  I’m sensing that 
he’s starting to understand.

The pup now is starting to 
come running when I say “come”.  
When he fails, which he does, I 
don’t punish him in any way.  He 
simply doesn’t get all the “good 
boys! “ and petting that he gets 
when he does things right.

Today I started noticing that 
Elwood jumps at loud noises, 
which concerns me.  I thought 
about that for a few days, and 
came upon a baby step to help him 
with that potential problem (gun 
shyness?) a few days later.

Day Four - Started putting the 
little pup on the couch and then 
throwing the dummy, so that he 
had to jump off the couch before 
making his retrieve, a daunting task 
for a tiny puppy.  After a few tenta-
tive starts Elwood gets the hang of 
it and makes the jump.  This baby 
step is a start toward getting him 
used to leaping from duck boats, 
which will come much later.

Day Five - Took him to Oak 
Creek, where I threw a dummy 
to the creek edge.  He made the 
retrieve.  From there I began toss-
ing it inches, then a foot or two 
into puddles he could easily wade.  
Though he let a few get into the 
lazy stream edge current and lost 
interest in them when he couldn’t 
catch them, most tosses found him 
wading in and returning with the 
dummy, a solid introduction to 
water.

I noticed today that Elwood 
sometimes stops and chews a 
stick I throw that has a wood 
duck’s breast feathers lashed to 
it.  I stopped using that particular 


