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Teaching Attention

Attention Game

Why does it matter if your dog looks at you? Why teach
attention? Attention - your dog actively looking at you
and waiting for a cue - is the single most important
behavior to train.

You cannot give your dog a life-saving cue if he is not
paying attention. You can’t get your dog to sit when the
doorbell is ringing if he is not paying attention. Without
attention, we have no control over our dogs.

Attention Guidelines

Never give your dog a cue until you have his attention. Simply do not say
anything to your dog until you first have his attention. This will teach the
dog to watch you carefully and that he can only get rewards if he looks at
you first.

If you lose your dog’s attention, immediately go back to working on getting
it back before training anything else.

Make attention a game for you and your dog. Who wants to just stare at you
if it’s not fun? Look for intensity, tail wagging, and click it!

Attention Games

First, the dog looks at you, then the games start!
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Handler counts 1-2-3 then calls the dog. Builds excitement for the run to the
handler and reinforces the eye contact.

Handler counts 1-2-3 and then cues ‘get it’ to play a game of tug.

Eye contact starts any form of retrieving – playing fetch.

Eye contact and then a game of ‘catch me if you can’ where the dog chases
you.

Be creative. Invent as many games as you can!

Tips

 Smile at your dog when he looks at you
 Making looking at you worth it, be generous when reinforcing attention
 If your dog looks at you in a challenging circumstance and holds the

attention for a long time (for your dog), throw a party for your dog. A
short attention time period gets him a cookie, a long period of staring
at you gets him 10 cookies. This is called differential outcome effect
and is highly effective.

 Use a happy voice when giving cues and communicating with your
dog. You are always training attention so make it fun for your dog!

Teaching ‘Watch Me’

As a behavior it is a great focus exercise and can be used over and over in
future classes when you need your dog to focus on you. This is one exercise
where I always tell students: “Some of you will run with this and others will
not find it important and will drop it by the end of lesson 1. By week 3 it will
be obvious who has been working on it and who as not.” At that point most
of the students who did not initially place any importance on this exercise
will revisit it as they see their classmates advancing at a faster pace in their
training as the dog is focused on them and able to learn more quickly.

Criteria 1 Owner stands still with the dog on a ‘sit’ or ‘stand’ in front of
them.

a. Owner shows the dog a small piece of food and lets him nibble it for a
couple of seconds
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b. Owner moves the food in a straight line up to the bridge of their nose

c. As the dog follows the food and glances at the owner’s eyes, the owner
says (yes) or (click)

Criteria 2 Owner Stands still with the dog on a ‘sit’ or ‘stand’ in front of
them.

a. Owner shows the dog a small piece of food and lets him nibble it for
one second

b. Owner moves the food in a straight line up to the bridge of their nose

c. As the dog follows the food and makes a 2-second contact with the
owner’s eyes the owner says (yes) or (click)

Criteria 3 Owner Stands still with the dog on a ‘sit’ in front of them.

a. Owner shows the dog a small piece of food at chest height

b. Owner moves the food just to the left hand side of their face

c. The dog will follow the food, 2-second contact with the eyes and the
owner says (yes) or (click)

Criteria 4 Owner Stands still with the dog on a ‘sit’ in front of them.

a. Owner holds food with left hand out to the side of them, halfway to a
full arm stretch

b. The dog will follow the food. As soon as the dog glances from the food
and makes eye contact for 2 seconds with the owner, owner says (yes) or
(click)
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Criteria 5 Owner Stands still with the dog on a ‘sit’ in front of them.

a. Owner holds food with left hand out to the side of them with arm at a
complete stretch. If needed, use voice to prompt the look.

b. The dog will follow the food. As soon as the dog glances from the food
and makes eye contact with the owner, owner says (yes) or (click)

Criteria 6 Owner Stands still with the dog on a ‘sit’ in front of them.

a. Owner holds food with left hand out to the side of them with arm at a
complete stretch

b. The dog will follow the food. As soon as the dog glances from the food
and makes 2-second eye contact with the owner, owner says (yes) or (click)

Criteria 7 Owner Stands still with the dog on a ‘sit’ in front of them. No food
lure. Food is held in owner’s hand behind back.

a. Dog makes eye contact, owner says (yes) or (click)

b. The dog will follow the food. As soon as the dog glances from the food
and makes 2-second eye contact with the owner, owner says (yes) or (click)

c. Deliver treat from behind your back

 At this point we will raise the criteria for length of time until we shape
up to 6-second watch.

 We attach the cue to ‘watch’ when the dog has a robust ‘watch’
behavior at 6 seconds

 When a 6-second ‘watch’ is accomplished and we have a cue attached
we then introduce distractions such as:

a. Squeaky toy

b. Person singing

c. Another dog


