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mation simply means that we 
start at the beginning, with the 
very first step. We get the dog 
to make the first attempt at the 
ultimate behavior we want. We 
reinforce that, and then the next 
step, and so on, right up the lad-
der of approximations.

Usually, the very first ap-
proximation is to teach “topog-
raphy.” There’s another one of 
those fancy scientific terms. 
This one means the physical 
aspect of the behavior. Before, 
we called it “technique.” 

So usually the first step (up 
the approximation ladder) is 
to get the dog to do what we 
want physically. Often, he does 
this even before he understands 
what he’s doing, and long be-
fore he recognizes the cue.

Improvement in topogra-
phy is recognized as a reliable 
way to measure learning, ac-
cording to Paul Chance’s book 
Learning and Behavior. If all 
this scientific verbiage is right 
up your alley, then this is a text 
you might enjoy. (See Recom-
mended Resources.)

It might even help you 
train your dog, but effective 
dog training certainly doesn’t 
demand that you get that tech-
nical. In fact, simpler is better 
from your dog’s point of view.

Back to improving topogra-
phy. Repetition improves tech-
nique. So as your dog repeats 
a specific behavior, his perfor-
mance gets “simpler, smoother, 
more efficient, less variable,” 
says Mr. Chance. Learning 
proper topography becomes 

just as important as learning the 
concept, especially if you plan 
to go on to competition.

Think of concepts and tech-
nique in terms of your own 
learning. You’re right-handed, 
and now you’re going to learn 
to hammer a nail with your 
left hand. You know exactly 
what to do. You understand the 
concept.

The topography is a differ-
ent matter. It takes practice to 
master the technique of this 
new behavior. Would it help 
you learn faster if someone 
jerked your neck every time 
you missed the nail?

Asking a young dog to sit 
quickly and squarely on cue 
might seem easy to you, but 
most dogs aren’t even aware 
they have a leg at each corner 
until late adolescence. We can 
provide exercises to show them 
earlier, such as negotiating agil-
ity obstacles. But to the puppy, 
wherever the front end goes, 
the rear just seems to follow 
right along. They don’t give it 
much thought.

So the young dog might 
understand the concept of sit 
way before he can perform it 
as quickly and squarely and 
tightly as you’d like. Learning 
the topography here might 
take a little longer. We always 
need to work with the dog at 
his level to be a fair teacher - to 
recognize his abilities without 
making excuses.

Sometimes going from zero 
to one is the biggest step.

Once the dog has grasped 
the concept of which behavior 
is wanted, and he is develop-
ing technique, then we start to 
climb the ladder of approxima-
tions. To do this, we raise crite-
ria and raise rewards.

That means we ask him to 
perform the behavior a little 
faster, or more intensely, or 
more completely. When he 
does, we give him something 
he really likes. Does this sound 
a little like getting a promotion 
for success at work and a pay 
raise along with it? Bingo.

In the case of hammering 
the nail, we might ask for more 
power, or for a more direct hit, 
or for two direct hits in a row 
before providing reinforce-
ment. But we’d be sure to give 
you lots of what you wanted 
when you finally mastered the 
new step.

If we run into any stumbling 
blocks along the training path, 
we back up a step or two and 
get the foundation right before 
moving on. Think of learning as 
climbing a ladder. You need to 
get your foot firmly on one rung 
before you climb up to the next. 
Better yet, think of building 
concrete steps -the foundation 
steps must be built on some-
thing really solid or the entire 
structure is going to collapse.

To help your dog climb the 
approximation ladder, you pro-
vide direction, not correction. 
Build on success and keep the 
dog trying. All the while you 
enhance your relationship and 
build trust.


