TRAINING WITH ELECTRONICS
by
Henry Chappell
Texas Wildlife (July 2008)
He’s trying you. It started first thing, when you let him out of his box alongside your buddy’s pointer. The two alphas, in perpetual competition, ripped off over the hill on a long, depletive race while you and your buddy yelled and groped for whistles. Both dogs are four years old and know better. 

Fifteen minutes later, after you’ve nearly blown the pea out the top of your whistle, the dogs come in panting and grinning, already needing a drink of water. It’s too late for discipline. A good cussing makes you feel better but has no effect on your dog. You hope he’ll handle now that he’s run off a little stem.

He does, for a few minutes. But now he’s a quarter mile out and boring straight away, full tilt. You blow the whistle to turn him. You might as well be whispering. He disappears in the scrub.

That’s it. You’ve been here before and know what to do. You’re 30 years old, and you’ve never known a dog that could get away from you. You leave your gun with your buddy and take off across the pasture. The delinquent will turn eventually, and you’ll be waiting. Sure enough, you glimpse him out on the horizon, veering right, and after a couple of estimates based on lots of experience, you’re waiting on him when he bounds out of a dry creek.

He knows he’s busted. You grab his collar and give him a good shaking or, if he’s a real hammerhead, a light switching or a lick or two with a strap. Then you heel him all the way back to your buddy. If you’re close to the truck, you’ll throw him back in his box to reflect on his conduct, the meaning of life, and the origins of the universe. In an hour, he’ll come out a new dog.

Flash forward 20 years: similar problem, different dog. You’re still in good shape - for your age. Run through that pasture and you’ll be stove-up for a week, if you don’t blow out a knee. Your normally well-behaved dog is off on a lark and knows you can’t do a thing about it. When he finally comes back in, it’ll be too late for discipline. What are you going to do? Whip him for coming back? 

Or, if you’re well-equipped and your dog is properly trained, you punch the “nick” button on a transmitter, which sends a signal to your dog’s electronic collar, which then gives him a little bump. No need to straighten his hair out. Just a quick reminder that you can reach out and touch him at any time. Chances are, he’ll turn on a dime. If not, you can punch another button to give him a more substantial jolt… uh… correction. He’ll break off and come in, even if he’s hot on the tail of a deer or jack rabbit.

I still call them “shock collars,” instead of the more acceptable “electronic training collar.” They shock. If you need proof, place your palm across the electrodes and “correct” yourself. Be sure to adjust for maximum stimulation. 

Electronic collars work because they deliver a mild shock to a misbehaving dog within seconds of an infraction. If the dog has been properly introduced to the collar, he makes an instant and clear association between the discomfort and his behavior. 

Because they can be so effective, electronic collars are, in my opinion the most humane training tool available, if used properly. Get the job done right, and maintain with occasional reminders, and dispense with the repeated shaking, switching, hollering, and so forth. Dogs like clear boundaries; uncertainty induces stress.

But, like most powerful tools, electronic collars can be misused to devastating effect. And though I hate to admit it, the upland bird- and waterfowl-hunting community has its share of sadistic nitwits who shouldn’t own a dog, much less a device that can be used to torture as well as train. 

Whenever I see a dog walking in circles, confused, yelping, with no idea what’s hurting him or why, while his owner, a so-called hunter, sits back at the truck, hollering, blowing his whistle, and punching a button, I wonder how long I’d be locked up for flogging a man with his own shock collar. 

“The electronic collar is the best training tool ever invented, but in the wrong hands, it’s the most abusive tool ever invented,” says Charles Rose, a pro trainer and guide based in Seymour, Texas.

“In the right hands, in the right circumstances, it makes dog training so much less physically intense,” he says. “It takes the pressure off the trainer and the dog.”
Nowadays, pro trainers rely heavily on electronic collars, polishing dogs’ responsiveness to degrees unseen in the days when check cords and choke collars were state-of-the-art. 

Likewise, nearly all serious amateur trainers, especially those active in field trials and tests, relay on electronic collars to teach and reinforce everything from the “kennel” command to “come” and “whoa.” Except when in competition or under testing, their dogs may never go afield without an electronic collar.

But what about the weekend hunter with one or two dogs? Most of these folks either turn their dog over to a pro or handle the training themselves, using traditional tools. 

Any competent pro will teach a client to reinforce a dog’s training with an electronic collar. Needless to say, it makes sense to follow the pro’s method to the letter. 

I suspect that the average hunter – and I fall into this category – breaks down and buys an electronic collar only after he’s struggled with a difficult problem such as a hard charging dog that usually handles well but occasionally ranges way out and ignores the whistle, or an incorrigible deer chaser or porcupine harasser. In other words, a trained dog that sometimes willfully breaks rules when he knows you can’t correct him on the spot.

In these cases, the collar simply serves as a long-range check cord – a reminder that you’re still there and still in charge. 

This past season, for instance, I had to correct Maggie, my German shorthair, only twice; once for chasing a deer, once for trailing a rabbit. Before I bought the collar, she ruined several hunts with two-hour deer and hog larks.

If you’re a new trainer and plan to make an electronic collar an integral part of your program, choose a proven method and stick with it. Rose recommends talking with field trailers or experienced members of breed clubs. 

“Don’t train by bits and pieces,” he says. “These systems build one thing on another and if you don’t understand the foundation and the second and third layers, you’re just shocking the dog without a method.”

Electronic collar training programs vary, but Rose offers these inviolate rules:

· Never correct a dog in anger;
· Never correct a dog that’s out of sight; 

· Never shock a dog unless you’re absolutely certain he’ll know why he’s being corrected,
· Except in extreme trash-breaking cases – deer and hog running, for example – use only the absolute minimum stimulation required to achieve the desired response.

Keep in mind that the electronic collar is just one tool in the trainer’s bag. If you can’t train a dog to a serviceable level without electronics, then save your money and learn the basics.

But, if you’ve put in the necessary time and effort, an electronic training collar may be your best investment toward putting that final sheen on your dog’s training.

As one of my East Texas ‘coon-hunting buddies put it, “Those collars sure do save a lot of steps.”


(Sidebar)

CHOOSING YOUR COLLAR

Today’s electronic collars come in variety of styles. I highly recommend models with a “beeper” function that can be used in the “page” mode to locate a dog or in the “continuous” or “point-only” beep modes. 

Avoid transmitters with overly tiny buttons that may be hard to operate with cold hands or thick fingers. The better models allow adjustment over a wide range of stimulation. 

Transmitters should have a range of at least half a mile.

Electronic Collar Manufacturers:

· D.T. Systems: http://dtsystems.com
· Tri-tronics: www.tritronics.com
· SportDog: www.sportdog.com
· Dogtra: www.dogtra.com
For an excellent selection of instructional books and videos, check www.gundogsupply.com.

