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I view the teaching of obe-
dience as a cause-and-effect 
pairing. The rule I use for re-
warding and correcting is as 
follows: I reward the dog for 
giving an effort to respond in 
a timely manner to a learned 
command/cue the first time the 
command/cue is given. I cor-
rect the dog for a lack of effort 
to respond in a timely manner 
to a learned command/cue the 
first time the command/cue is 
given.

The optimum word is 
"learned." If the dog has not 
learned the command, a cor-
rection should not be admin-
istered. I teach the desired 
behavior by identifying the 
behavior — I use clicker train-
ing and positive reinforcement 
to develop the desired behavior 
of responding to a command/
cue — and rewarding before 
implementing avoidance train-
ing and corrections.

It is important to under-
stand that corrections should be 
used to teach excellent response 
to a known command/cue. A 
dog should not be corrected for 
making a mistake. Mistakes are 
mistakes. On the other hand, 
a lack of effort to respond in 
a timely manner to a learned 
command/cue should be cor-
rected if the dog is to learn 
that there is no option that is 
acceptable other than trying. 
Once a dog learns to avoid cor-
rections by giving an effort, he 
has become a finished, polished 
performer. Proper genetics and 
training that meshes obedience 
training are part of the formula.

I am often asked when a 
trainer can stop rewarding the 
dog. The question should be: 
When can corrections cease? 
Once corrections are no longer 
needed, the dog is trained. 
However, rewards should al-
ways be part of any successful 
training program.

Gun shyness and appre-
hension around birds are envi-
ronmentally induced. A bold, 
confident youngster is much 
less likely to develop a problem 
with either the sound of a gun 
or the flush of a bird. I begin 
with pen-raised quail and pi-
geons before bringing the pup 
to the field and exposing him to 
wild birds. A thundering pheas-
ant or grouse taking flight can 
scare any pup.

When introducing a canine 
pupil to the gun or birds, I 
want to control the situation 
and guarantee the outcome. 
The same goes for introducing 
a dog to the check cord. I want 
the dog to be totally comfort-
able running with a check cord 
and feeling me on the other 
end of the cord before teaching 
"Heel" or the "Recall" command 
with a leash or check cord. It 
is a handicap to try to teach a 
dog bird manners if he is ap-
prehensive when attached to a 
check cord.

It all starts with genetics. It 
is much easier to be a good dog 
trainer when working with ge-
netically talented dogs. Strong 
genetics are exhibited early. 
Developing a young pup that 
has all the ingredients is fun 
and rewarding. The trainer's 

job is to maximize the genetics 
of the canine hopeful. If the dog 
associates pressure with birds 
or does not have solutions to 
solve and prevent problems, the 
dog may be apprehensive in the 
bird field. This is a trainer prob-
lem, not a genetic problem. A 
dog boasting a blue ribbon heri-
tage, developed with a realistic 
and sound training program 
and fed top-tier nutrition will 
develop into a dog that makes 
the owner proud.

A professional trainer and 
handler of pointing and flush-
ing dogs, George Hickox con-
ducts four-day schools for 
owners and their dogs as well 
as private clinics for individu-
als and organizations. For more 
information about the George 
Hickox School of Dog Training 
or Hickox's four training DVDs, 
"Great Beginnings: The First 
Year Training Pointing Dogs," 
"Training Pointing Dogs DVD 
Collection," "Great Beginnings: 
The First Year Training the 
Upland Retriever," and "Train-
ing the Upland Retrieve DVD 
Collection," please visit www.
georgehickox.com.


