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I am always excited when 
I start the development of 
blue-ribbon pedigree pups. 

Right now, I am getting ready to 
start a litter of pups boasting an 
impressive family tree: Their sire 
is Covey Rise’s Offlee Amazin’, a 
Purina Top Shooting Dog, and their 
granddam is Elhew Hannabell, a 
two-time Purina Top Shooting Dog 
and member of the Field Trial Hall 
of Fame.

In order for me to provide the 
pups with the opportunity to maxi-
mize their genetic potential, I will 
have to adhere to sound training 
principles, not rush the process and 
let the dogs tell me when they are 
ready for more advanced training 
that will help them develop into 
stylish bird dogs.

The blueprint for a successful 
program must be implemented in 
a timely manner and must follow 
fundamental canine training prin-
ciples to achieve the end goal. Here 
are some of the principles I feel are 
important to guarantee the desired 
outcome.

Do not wait for the “pup to be 
old enough to train.” The develop-
ment of pups should begin early. 

Teaching dogs to learn is important. Dogs that 
have not been exposed to new environments, 
other dogs and people and have not learned to 
perform tasks to earn paychecks quite often are 
handicapped from achieving their full genetic 
potential.

I start clicker training around 6 weeks of age. 
I teach the dogs that they can earn rewards by 
offering desired behaviors. Simple tasks, such 
as running into a kennel, standing for a short 
duration and recalling to earn positive reinforce-
ments, are taught at an early age to help develop 
a dog that believes he or she can succeed. This is 
a dog that gives an effort to learn new tasks and 
solve problems. I reward the effort using food as 
the primary reinforcement. I want to develop a 
dog that will give a timely effort to respond to a 
known command/cue. Such a dog will respond 
much better in the more advanced training and 
expectations that will come down the road.

While the early classroom session of clicker 
training is going on, so is fieldwork. In the initial 
stage of exposing pups to the field, I want to 
guarantee they have fun. There are no controls 
expected or demanded of the pup in the field at 
this time. I want life to be a bowl of cherries for 
the canine youngster at this time. If corrections 
are implemented in the initial stage of intro-
ductory fieldwork, there is a risk the dog will 
associate the field as a dark alley where he may 
get mugged. If the dog is apprehensive in the 
field, it will make the introduction to birds and 

to a command in yard training, the 
command should not be given in 
the field. In yard training, I am 
teaching the dog to give an effort 
to respond to a known command 
in a timely fashion.

To teach this, it is important 
to be consistent. Consistent repeti-
tions are an important ingredient 
in developing a dog that responds 
reliably. Variable reinforcements 
are a big handicap. If sometimes 
the dog is rewarded for a spe-
cific act and at other times he is 
corrected for the same behavior, 
reliability will be a pie in the sky. 
Teaching the dog to respond to 
the command/cue the first time 
he receives the directive is the 
objective.

The pups are now 14 weeks 
old. If I implement a sound train-
ing program and make the correct 
decision on when to progress to 
more advanced training, I expect 
to have dogs that will run in con-
trol, exhibit sound bird manners 
and look stylish doing what they 
were bred to do.

A professional trainer and 
handler of pointing and flushing 
dogs, George Hickox conducts 
training schools for owners and 
their dogs as well as private clinics 
for individuals and organizations. 
For information about the George 
Hickox School of Dog Training 
or Hickox’s four training DVDs, 
please visit www.georgehickox.
com.

• HuntSmith Gold Level Certified Trainer •
• Training All Pointing & Flushing Breeds •

• Smith Line Brittany Breeder •
• Puppies: Started & Finished For Sale •

• Training Supplies •

 We specialize in training birds for dog groups and individual dog trainer orders. 

We do eggs, chicks, started and finished birds.
When we started way back when we could not find good birds and 

a reliable source and now it has blown up into this.  

www.CranberryCreekGameBirds.com

Cranberry Creek Gamebirds
We specialize in Quail and Chukars and are 

the largest grower of Hungarian Partridge in the US. 

subsequent formal point drills 
more volatile.

I introduce young canine 
pupils to birds early. The bench-
mark I use is 12 weeks of age. 
I release quail from a Johnny 
house that the pups see fly out. 
I then release the pups, and the 
hunt and chase is on. I am not 
talking to the pups or restrain-
ing them from chasing. Good 
flying birds are important as I 
want the pups to develop their 
pointing instincts. By releasing 
an ample amount of quail from 
the Johnny house, I guarantee 
that the canine hopefuls will 
have success at finding birds. 
If their introductory fieldwork 
is positive, pups will learn to 
hunt, use their nose and de-
velop their pointing instincts.

When pups are running 
with confidence in the field, I 
will introduce them to a four-
wheeler. I want to keep the 
pups running in front; they 
should not run or circle behind 
me. A four-wheeler is a great 
tool to teach dogs that their job 
is to hunt in front. Dogs that 
learn to constantly run behind 
are more difficult to teach to 
pattern later.

I spend the summers on 
the prairies of North Dakota 
and the winters in Kansas. I am 
fortunate to have plentiful wild 
birds on which to train. There 
is a pot of gold to be found by 
dogs that stay in front. If you 
live in areas where wild birds 
are scarce, I recommend plant-
ing good flying birds to give 
dogs a reason to hunt and stay 
in front.

During the imprinting 
stage of up to 20 weeks old, 
I want to expose the pups to 
running with a check cord. I 
will use a check cord to teach 
the dog to hold point and be 
steady to wing and shot. If a 
check cord or lead has only 
been used as a control for the 
recall and heel commands, then 
the dog may be reluctant to run 
in front when the handler is 
holding onto a check cord. Fre-
quently, at our training clinics, I 
see dogs that are apprehensive 
when a check cord is attached 
to their collars. If the dog is ap-
prehensive, that is a poor time 
to do bird work.

I teach the basic obedience 
commands in the classroom 
and not in the field. As a guide-
line, if the dog does not comply 

A Blueprint for Training 
By George Hickox

There are three kinds of people: Those who can count and those who can’t. 


