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4-H Sporting Dog Education and Shooting  
Sports Program

Positive youth development is the primary goal of the 4-H Sporting 
Dog education program. The program helps young people learn the 
sport of hunting with dogs by doing activities that teach basic sporting 
dog training techniques, care, and management. 

4-H Sporting Dog and Shooting Sports education goals
•	 Encourage	participation	in	natural	resources	and	related	natural	

science programs through exposure to sporting dogs, shooting, 
hunting, and related activities 

•	 Enhance	development	of	self-concept,	character,	and	personal	
growth through safe, educational, and socially acceptable interaction 
with sporting dogs

•	 Teach	safe,	responsible	ways	to	care	for,	train,	and	hunt	with	dogs
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•	 Promote	the	highest	standards	of	safety,	
sportsmanship, and ethical behavior

•	 Expose	4-H	members	to	the	many	types	of	jobs	
and lifelong hobbies related to shooting sports

•	 Strengthen	families	through	lifelong	recreational	
activities

•	 Complement	and	enhance	existing	safety,	
shooting, and hunter education programs using 
hands-on activities and step-by-step development 
of skills and abilities

For Parents and Leaders
4-H helps young people learn and grow 

through an intentional process that builds life 
skills. Research has shown that all youth need 
competence, confidence, connection, compassion, 
and character—five characteristics to become 
positive, contributing members of society. 4-H is 
a learn-by-doing	program	that	uses	projects	as	the	
means to learn and exercise those skills. 

The	4-H	Sporting	Dog	project	is	one	of	many	
offered through the 4-H program designed to help 
youth experience and practice life skills. Youth take 
part	year	round	in	the	4-H	Sporting	Dog	project	
to learn how to raise, train, care for, and manage 
sporting dogs. They showcase what they have 
learned throughout the year at different 4-H venues.

The	4-H	Sporting	Dog	Project	Member	Guide	is	
for youth and volunteers who participate in the 4-H 
sporting dog program. It opens the door for youth 
who are interested in how to train sporting dogs for 
hunting, companionship, and the 4-H Sporting Dog 
project.	This	4-H	member	guide	focuses	on	training	
sporting dogs to hunt birds.  

The	4-H	Sporting	Dog	project	connects	youth	
to the 4-H Shooting Sports program and the 4-H 
Dog	project	as	well.	When	used	with	this	guide,	
resources	from	those	two	projects	can	help	4-H	
members learn how to raise and train dogs to be 
good companion animals, family pets, fantastic 
4-H project	dogs,	and	sporting	dogs.	

4-H members interact with and learn from adult 
volunteers who want to see youth succeed and who 
have	expertise	or	interest	in	a	specific	project	area.	
It is the 4-H volunteer’s responsibility to create an 
environment that is emotionally and physically safe 
for youth to learn and grow. 

4-H volunteers help members do these things: 
•	 Set	goals	
•	 Learn	how	to	interact	with	and	speak	in	front	of	

peer groups and adults 
•	 Develop	life	skills	
•	 Sustain	relationships	
•	 Practice	leadership	

Interacting with a caring, responsible adult 
4-H volunteer, 4-H members can achieve mastery, 
independence, belonging, and generosity, and find 
success	in	their	4-H	Sporting	Dog	project.
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Adult 4-H volunteers mentor youth in 4-H 
club work.
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Adults with skills and interests in specific project areas 
play a key role as volunteers in the 4-H program.
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History of Dogs as Hunting Companions
Did you know that people used dogs for 

hunting way back when they were still living in 
caves? In fact, some of what is known about the 
use of dogs for hunting comes from paintings 
archeologists have found in caves dating back more 
than 12,000 years. In those days, you couldn’t open 
the refrigerator or go to a grocery store. People 
domesticated dogs to help them find the food and 
other things they needed to survive.

Original hunting dogs fell into two main 
categories: scent and sight. Dogs could see things 
the early hunters could not see and especially smell 
things they could not smell. People needed the 
hunting dog to help them track and take game and 
birds for food, pelts and fur for clothing and shelter, 
and, in some cases, the hunted animals’ bones to 
make tools.

When	people	began	to	develop	agriculture,	
dogs had new roles to play both as helpers and 
companions. Dogs were essential to the people 
who first hunted with them, and they have been 
important to human existence ever since. 

Things you can do
1. Read books and magazines on sporting 

dogs and dog training or check out online 
resources to learn about the sport of hunting 
with	dogs	and	its	history.	Make	a	list	of	the	
books and articles you read and websites you 
visited, and discuss them with your 4-H club 
and leader. Share some things you learned 
and how you might use the information to 
help	you	in	your	4-H	Sporting	Dog	project.	
Why	is	knowing	the	history	of	things	
important?

2.	 Begin	a	scrapbook	about	your	project.	
Include pictures of yourself training and 
hunting with your dog, equipment that 
you use, and places that you go. How can 
scrapbooks and records be useful to you in 
your	4-H	Sporting	Dog	project?	How	can	you	
use them in everyday life? 

3. Sit down with your 4-H volunteer and set 
some goals for what you want to accomplish 
in	the	4-H	Sporting	Dog	project.	Set	both	
short- and long-term goals. How can goals 
help you be successful in your 4-H Sporting 
Dog	project?	What	other	goals	do	you	have	
outside	of	this	project?	

Dogs have helped humans track and find food for 
hundreds of years.
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The Hunting Dog Today
Though hunting dogs are not usually needed for 

basic human survival today, people still use them for 
sport hunting. Also, hunting dogs are companions 
to the many people and families with whom they 
belong.	Though	many	dogs	are	bred	just	for	hunting	
and sport, they are still looked after and cared for in 
the same way most people care for their family pets. 

Over time, hunting dogs have evolved to fit 
various categories, many of which still fall into the 
two original ones, sight and scent. This member 
guide focuses on pointers, retrievers, and flushing 
dogs, commonly referred to as gun dogs or 
sporting dogs. Though there are many more kinds 
of hunting dogs, these are the types most used in 
the field today. 

If you are thinking of buying a sporting dog, 
or have a dog that you want to train to be a good 
sporting dog, there are a few things to consider. The 
most	important	question	to	ask	yourself	is,	"What	
types of sporting events do I wish to do with my 

dog?" It’s important to clearly define this before you 
buy or begin training your dog. 

Research a variety of different breed types to 
figure out what kind of dog best fits your needs 
and home life. Or, maybe you already have a dog 
that you want to train to be a sporting dog. Do 
some research about your dog’s breed(s) to decide 
in which category your dog will perform best or to 
understand better why your dog behaves the way it 
does at home or in the field.

Though many dogs overlap in more than one 
category (pointing, flushing, and retrieving) and 
the training techniques for all three categories are 
similar, each breed or type of sporting dog has 
different characteristics. 

Pointing dogs
In this guide, the term “pointing dog” broadly 

defines breeds of dogs ranging from pointers to 
setters. In the field, this type of dog uses scent and 
sight to “point” to game birds that often hide in 
dense brush, tall grass, and woods. 

Some	pointing	dog	breeds	are	English	Setter,	
German	Shorthaired	Pointer,	German	Wirehaired	
Pointer,	Gordon	Setter,	Irish	Red	and	White	Setter,	
Irish	Setter,	Pointer,	Vizsla,	Weimaraner,	and	
Wirehaired	Pointing	Griffon.

Retrieving dogs
Retrieving dogs get their name from their basic 

desire to retrieve downed game birds. (This category 
could include nearly all the variations of hunting 
dogs. Most sporting dogs can be—and are—trained 
in addition to their natural instinct to retrieve 
various game animals.) Retrieving dogs are used for 
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All sporting breeds have slightly different characteristics 
and markings, and come in a variety of colors.
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Dogs often are both hunting and family companions.
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German Wirehaired Pointer pup
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game that thrive both on land and in water, and can 
be trained for both. 

Some	retrieving	dog	breeds	are	American	Water	
Spaniel,	Chesapeake	Bay	Retriever,	Curly-coated	
Retriever,	Flat-coated	Retriever,	Golden	Retriever,	
Irish	Water	Spaniel,	Labrador	Retriever,	Nova	
Scotia	Duck	Tolling	Retriever	(Toller),	and	Spinone	
Italiano.

Flushing dogs
The word “flushing” refers to the dog finding 

and scaring a bird into flight or movement so that 
the hunter can take it down. Flushing dogs, like 
retrievers, often bring back the downed bird to the 
hunter. (The main difference between a flushing 
dog and a pointing dog is that a pointing dog finds 
the bird and waits for the hunter to flush the bird. A 
flushing dog finds and flushes the bird.) 

Some	flushing	dog	breeds	are	Brittany,	Clumber	
Spaniel,	Cocker	Spaniel,	English	Cocker	Spaniel,	
English	Springer	Spaniel,	Field	Spaniel,	Sussex	
Spaniel,	and	Welsh	Springer	Spaniel.	

All of the many different types of sporting dogs 
can be trained to point, flush, and retrieve. You can 
train	a	Labrador	Retriever	to	point	or	flush,	just	
as	you	can	train	a	German	Shorthaired	Pointer	to	
retrieve ducks in the water. All of the dogs listed can 
be trained to perform the way you want them to 
in the field. And even if you have a dog that is not 
listed here or is crossbred, you can still train it to be 
a good sporting dog. 

Things you can do
1. Research the breed(s) of dog you have, or 

wish to have, and give a presentation to your 
4-H club about what you learned. Be sure to 
include photos, video, or some other kind 
of	illustrations.	What	did	you	learn	through	
this	process	that	you	can	use	in	other	project	
areas or with schoolwork?

2. Attend a dog show or sporting dog field trial 
to see the different types of hunting dogs and 
how	they	perform.	Take	notes	on	the	things	
you like and do not like about the various 
breeds	that	you	see.	Take	notes	on	behavior,	
color, energy level, and how attentive they are 
to	their	tasks	or	with	their	handlers.	What	
did you learn about the different breeds of 
sporting dogs through this process? How can 
you pass on the information you learned?

3.	 Either	as	a	club	or	individually,	volunteer	
some time at a sporting dog breeder’s house 
or at a dog kennel. Help with feeding, 
cleaning the kennels, exercising the dogs, and 
other daily chores that come with raising a 
dog.	While	you	are	there,	talk	to	the	breeders	
about different breeds of sporting dogs and 
ask them about training methods, how the 
dogs behave when they are not performing, 
and what the dogs are like with other 
members	of	the	family.	What	did	you	learn	
about	your	project	through	your	time	spent	
volunteering?	What	other	ways	or	where	else	
can you volunteer in your community to help 
people, organizations, or businesses?
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64-H Sporting Dog Project Member Guide

Being Prepared
Owning a dog is a commitment you will have 

for many years (some dogs can live more than 
12 years). Before you get a puppy, be prepared for 
all that comes with being a responsible pet owner. 
The idea of training a sporting dog, performing in 
field trials, or hunting with your dog can be fun and 
energizing. But whether or not you train, perform, 
or hunt with your dog, you still have to take care of 
it every day. 

When	considering	whether	you	want	to	get	a	
dog, begin by having the support of everyone in 
the house. Because a dog can entirely change the 
dynamics of a household, it’s a good idea to make 
sure that everyone in the house has had a chance 
to think about it. If your household decides that 
owning a dog is not the best course of action, maybe 
you know someone who has a dog that they would 
like you to train for them.

There are many questions to consider before you 
get a dog or puppy. 
•	 Who	will	take	care	of	the	dog	when	you	are	not	

home? 
•	 Who	will	watch	the	dog	when	everyone	in	your	

house goes on vacation? 
•	 What	happens	to	the	dog	when	you	leave	for	

college? 
•	 Do	you	have	a	place	inside	the	house	for	the	dog?	
•	 Do	you	have	a	kennel	or	dog	run	outside,	or	is	

your back yard fenced? 
•	 How	are	you	going	to	cover	the	costs	of	owning	a	

dog (purchasing the dog, food, license, vaccinations, 
veterinary care, equipment, training supplies, and 
other costs that come up along the way)? 

•	 Will	you	have	enough	time	to	spend	with	the	dog	
each and every day? 

These	are	just	a	few	of	the	many	questions	all	
dog owners must be ready to answer before they get 
a dog or puppy. 

Owning a dog can be very rewarding and fun. 
It can teach you a lot about responsibility. But it 
can also be difficult and stressful at times. Being 
prepared before you get a dog is a good way to 
ensure success as a responsible pet owner.

Things you can do
1.	Make	a	list	of	all	the	reasons	you	want	a	dog	

and all the things you think may be difficult 
about owning a dog. Sit down with your 
mom, dad, or other adults in the house and 
discuss the list with them. Ask them if they 
can think of anything you may have missed. 
Why	is	it	important	to	think	about	and	
discuss these things before you get a dog? 
How is talking to your parent(s) or mentor 
helpful before you make decisions? 

2. If you decide you definitely want to get a dog, 
sit down with everyone in the house and ask 
how	they	feel	about	it.	Talk	about	some	of	
the different breeds that might be an option 
and why, and decide what kind of dog (breed, 
size, and temperament) will be best for the 
household. How will getting a dog affect 
everyone	in	the	house?	Why	is	it	important	
to talk to others before making a decision 
that will affect someone else?

3.	 Go	online	or	visit	the	local	pet	shop	to	find	
out how much it costs to buy the equipment 
needed to raise, take care of, and train your 
sporting	dog.	Talk	with	your	mom,	dad,	other	
adults in your house, or a mentor about some 
of	the	costs	of	owning	a	dog.	Make	a	budget	
to show how much money you will need and 
how much you have. How do you plan to 
pay all the costs of owning a dog? How are 
budgets useful in other areas of your life? 

4. As a club, visit a local veterinarian to talk 
about general care and management of a dog. 
Ask about immunizations, feeding rations 
and schedules, grooming, personality, and 
activity	levels	of	sporting	dogs.	What	did	you	
learn from visiting the veterinarian? How can 
talking to professionals be helpful when you 
want to learn about something that interests 
you?
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In the house, dogs sometimes need something to do to 
keep from being bored.
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Equipment
There are lots of different training materials, equipment, and 

tools you can use while training and hunting with your dog. This 
section covers some of the basic equipment used with sporting dogs. 
15- to 30-foot leash/rope/check cord is used in a dog’s training when 

it is not quite ready to be off leash but is ready to perform basic 
commands at a distance further than 4 feet from the handler.

4-foot leather leash is used to begin a dog’s basic obedience training. 
It helps teach a dog how to walk on a leash and how to heel at 
the handler’s right or left leg. It also helps in the training process 
when a handler requires close and quick access to the dog.

Boots	help	protect	a	dog’s	feet	from	objects	in the field. They help 
avoid	injury	to	the	dog’s	legs,	feet,	and	pads.

Buckle collars are worn when dogs are transported to or from the 
field. Identification, license, and/or vaccination records often are 
attached, and most dogs also wear them around the house. 

Dumbbells and dummies are commonly used to teach the basic 
retrieval technique. They are used both for training and 
performance classes. They come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and 
materials. Some are made to float in water. 

First-aid kit. Have a first-aid kit on hand whenever you are away 
from home and while hunting. Your first-aid kit should contain 
basic things you would need (like bandages and ointment) so 
you	can	help	your	dog	if	it	were	to	get	hurt	or	injured	in	the	field.

Floatation vests are for dogs that spend a long time in the water or 
in boats while hunting. The vest keeps the dog afloat, like a life 
jacket	for	humans.	They	come in various sizes and colors. Some 
handlers prefer bright fluorescent orange to make the dog more 
visible; other handlers prefer camouflage patterns or solid dark 
colors to help shield the dog from the sight of approaching game 
birds.

Kennels and carriers are used to safely transport dogs from home 
to the field. There are several different kinds, including enclosed 
and wire, and various sizes.

Platforms and ramps help hunting dogs maneuver from boat to 
water or offer them a place to stand or sit while in the field. They 
are mainly used when hunting ducks from a blind or boat.

Retractable leash or Flexi leash is often used while training 
(especially	in	the	field).	Either allows the dog to move freely at 
various lengths while allowing the handler, by retracting the 
leash, to keep the dog at the distance of choice. 

Safety vests make a hunting dog more visible to other hunters and 
dogs, like the hunter orange vests that gun hunters wear in the 
field.

Slip collars are used while training a dog on leash. A slip collar 
allows the handler to make quick corrections, such as when 
teaching a dog to sit or not to lunge at the end of the leash. These 

Leather leash

All photos this page © DOGS Unlimited and 
DOGSUnlimited.com. Used with permission.

Check cords

Orange buckle collar

Boots

Training dummies
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collars are also called snake chains, choke chains, training collars, 
and martingales, and come in many different styles. Never leave 
a slip collar on a dog while it is unattended, and never use one 
when a dog is tied up.

Training wings (either fabricated or authentic) are used to teach 
basic retrieving methods and help simulate the feeling of a game 
bird’s wing in the dog’s mouth. They are also used to help teach 
scent retrieval.

Vibrating or shock collars are used both during training and in the 
field to teach a dog to respond to certain commands. The handler 
uses a hand-held remote control while the collar is on the dog.

Whistles are used both during training and in the field to teach a 
dog commands either in addition to or in the place of voice 
commands.

Things you can do
1. Visit a local sporting goods shop or pet store and look at 

the different types of dog training equipment for obedience, 
hunting, or field trials. How can researching equipment before 
you	buy	it	help	you	be	successful	in	your	project?	How	can	
doing research help you make better decisions in other areas 
of your life?

2.	 Assemble	a	first-aid	kit	that	is	easy	to	carry.	Take	it	with	you	
when you take your dog out to train, to field trials, or to hunt. 
How	did	you	decide	what	to	put	in	the	kit?	What	did	you	learn	
about making the kit that you can apply to your 4-H Sporting 
Dog	project?	For	what	other	interests	or	hobbies	could	you	use	
a first-aid kit? 

3. As a club, brainstorm and decide on equipment that all 
members	of	the	club	could	use	during	meetings.	Come	up	
with	a	plan	to	raise	the	money.	Conduct	the	fundraiser.	As a 
club,	budget	what	you	earned,	and	buy	the	equipment.	What	
did you learn about your club through this whole process? Are 
there things the club could have done differently to be more 
successful?	What	did	you	learn	from	the	group	process	that	
will help you when organizing or working with other groups?

Pheasant dummy

Electronic training collar

Training wings

Whistles

Safety vest (for visibility)

Professional first-aid kit
All photos this page © DOGS Unlimited and 
DOGSUnlimited.com. Used with permission.
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Training Methods 

time. It is up to you and what you think is best while 
training your dog.

General Training Notes
Before you begin, understand that the keys 

to teaching your dog anything are consistency, 
repetition, and praise. 

Consistency in training means to use the same 
commands every time you work with your dog. If 
you change the way you give your dog a command, 
it may become confused. For instance, if you use a 
certain hand signal to teach your dog to come, you 
must always use exactly the same hand signal to 
tell	your	dog	to	come.	Changing	the	hand	signal	or	
teaching a different command with a very similar 
hand signal could confuse your dog. 

Repetition is very important when training 
dogs. You cannot expect your dog to learn anything 
if you do not take the time to teach it. You have to 
be committed to the training process, which means 
taking time each day or several times a week to 
work with your dog until it is well versed in what 
you are trying to teach it.

Praise your dog every time it responds the way 
you want it to (especially in the training stage). Be 
sure you show your dog that you are happy when 
it does well. Some trainers also use treats or some 
other sort of reward along with praise to let the dog 
know that it performed well. You will have to decide 
whether you want to give rewards. 

There are many different training methods. This 
4-H member guide does not explain each training 
method in depth. It helps define some of them and 
gives some training steps so you will have the basic 
skill set you need to begin training your dog. There 
are also many resources available on dog training 
methods.	To	train	your	sporting	dog	correctly	
and well, you will need to use some of these other 
resources along with this member guide. 

Try	a	variety	of	different	methods	to	find	which	
one works best for you and your dog. Your 4-H 
volunteer can help support, train, and guide you 
through the process. Because many of the training 
techniques require that you work often with your 
dog, it is important that you are comfortable with 
a method and can work on it with your dog even if 
your 4-H leader is not there to help. Part of building 
confidence in yourself and your dog is to learn and 
practice on a regular basis.

Though it is important to train your dog while 
it is a puppy, keep in mind that older dogs can be 
taught sporting techniques as well. And remember 
that it can take several years before you and your 
dog (young or old) reach the level of skill you hope 
to achieve in the training process and in the field.

Teach	your	dog	the	basics	before	putting	it	in	
situations with live birds. If you advance a dog too 
quickly, you can cause frustration for both you and 
your	dog.	Learn	the	training	steps	in	this	member	
guide in the right order, and that should help you 
reach success. That said, you might find it easier 
during the training process to teach certain steps 
in a different order or to train multiple steps at a 
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Work with your dog often to help reinforce what you 
want it to learn.
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An adult 4-H volunteer can help you learn new dog 
training techniques.
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Basic Obedience
Whether	you	focus	on	pointing,	retrieving,	or	

flushing, your dog must first know these very basic 
obedience commands: come, sit, stay, and heel. 
Before you start any hunting exercises with your 
dog, it may be a good idea to attend some formal 
obedience	classes	or	join	a	4-H	dog	club	to	learn	
some of the basics of obedience. 

Come
All dogs need to know that when you call their 

name, they are to come. This can be taught in a 
variety of ways, but the most basic way is to put 
your	dog	on	a	leash	and	take	it	for	a	walk.	When	
the dog begins to stray on leash or to focus on 
things other than you, simply say the dog’s name 
and give the command to come.	When	the	dog	
responds, give it lots of praise (and a treat, if you 
like rewarding your dog with food). Do this many 
times until your dog starts to respond attentively 
every time. 

If your dog does not seem to respond fast 
enough, give it a slight tug on the leash so that it 
recognizes you are asking it to come back to you. 
When	correcting	a	dog	on	leash,	be	sure	to	tug	the	
leash tight and immediately release the tension. 
When	used	correctly	with	a	training	collar,	the	dog	
receives a popping sensation. This gets the dog’s 
attention and sends the message that it needs to 
focus on you. 

Start	with	a	short	(4-foot)	leash.	When	your	dog	
is ready, change to a 15- to 30-foot leash or check 

cord. Your dog should respond every time you call 
it by name, no matter how far it is from your side. 
When	your	dog	comes	repeatedly	and	you	feel	
comfortable enough, remove the leash and repeat 
the steps. As your dog begins to wander off, call it 
by name and tell it to come. Respond with lots of 
praise (and treats, if you wish). 

Sit and stay
Once your dog has mastered the “come” 

command, it is time to introduce the sit and stay 
commands.  Begin by placing your dog on a short 
(4-foot) leash. Place one hand on your dog’s collar 
and	your	other	hand	on	its	rump.	Gently	press	on	
its rump while holding the collar in your other 
hand, and tell the dog to sit.	When	the	dog	sits,	
respond with lots of praise (and a reward, if you 
wish). Do this for several minutes at different times 
of	the	day.	Within	a	few	days,	your	dog	will	learn	
to sit on command. Always remember to praise 
it	when	it	does.	(Continue	to	use	treats	or	other	
rewards until your dog no longer needs them.) 

Once you and your dog have mastered the sit 
command, you can start working on stay. It is 
important that you teach your dog to sit and to 
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“Come” is one of the most important obedience 
commands you can teach your dog.
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Use your hands to help teach your dog the sit 
command.
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stay for long stretches of time. You should be able 
to put your dog on a sit-stay and expect it not to 
move, even if you are walking around it, wandering 
around the yard, or going out of its sight. The dog 
should never move until you release it. 

Begin by saying your dog’s name, telling it to sit, 
and	then	to	stay.	When	your	dog	has	not	moved	for	
several seconds, release it with lots of praise (and a 
treat, if you wish). Do this repeatedly several times 
a day for many consecutive days. Make sure to 
lengthen how long your dog has to stay sitting each 
time.	Gradually	work	your	dog	up	to	the	point	that	
it will stay until you release it, even when you go out 
of its sight. Remember, repetition is the key when 
training your dog, no matter what type of task you 
are asking it to do.

When	your	dog	has	learned	both	to	come	when	
it is called and to sit on command, you can teach 
it to sit every time it comes to you. This helps you 
keep better control of your dog when you are out 
in the field by stopping its urge to come running up 
and	then	run	circles	around	you,	jump	on	you,	or	
even knock you over. 

To	teach	this,	let	your	dog	wander off a bit, and 
give	it	the	command	to	come.	When	it	responds	
and comes back to you, position it either in front of 
you or next to you on either side, and ask it to sit. 
When	the	dog	sits,	praise	(and	reward)	it.	Practice	
this until every time you call your dog, it comes 
back to you and sits before doing anything else.

Heel 
Teaching	your	dog	to	heel	takes	time.	Start	by	

taking your dog for a walk. Keep the dog on a short 
leash and focused on you while keeping its head 
and shoulders close to either your right or left leg. 
Your dog should get comfortable walking next to 
you without lunging on the leash or causing you 
to maneuver around it. As you walk, say the dog’s 
name and give the command to heel. If the dog 
lunges in front, lags behind, or tries to wander off, 
say heel with light corrections on the leash or a treat 
to focus your dog’s attention. You will need to work 
with your dog several times throughout the day for 
many consecutive days to teach it to heel. 

Each	time	you	stop,	your	dog	should	sit	next	to	
your	right	or	left	leg.	To	teach	this,	have	the	dog	sit	
next to you, give it the heel command, and take a 
few	steps	forward.	When	you	stop,	ask	your	dog	to	
sit. If it does not sit on the first command, repeat the 
command again and at the same time maneuver the 
dog into a sitting position next to your leg. Again 
walk forward telling your dog to heel, stop after a 
few	paces,	and	ask	your	dog	to	sit.	Eventually,	your	
dog will learn that when you tell it to heel, it walks 
next to your leg and stops at a sit when you stop. 
Gradually,	over	time,	work	your	dog	to	the	point	
that it can do this off the leash. 
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As your dog learns to sit and stay, gradually increase 
the distance between you and the dog.
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Once your dog heels consistently, you can include 
other dogs as distractions during training sessions.
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Things you can do
1. Attend an obedience, agility, or hunting dog 

field trial to see the different ways a dog and 
its	handler	interact.	What	did	you	learn	from	
observing those interactions? How can you 
apply what you learned to your own training 
techniques? How can you use observation for 
your other interests? 

2.	 Enroll	with your dog in a formal obedience 
class to get extra help in teaching the basic 
obedience commands. Then, think about 
what you learned in those classes, and apply 
what you learned to your sporting dog 
training routine. How did the classes help 
you?	What	could	the	classes	have	taught	
you more about? How can taking part in 
other dog-related activities help you in your 
sporting	dog	project?

3. Once you and your dog have mastered each 
obedience command, demonstrate to your 
club and 4-H leader what you have taught 
your dog. Share with them how you did it, 
how long it took, and how often you worked 
with your dog. Think about how you can 
show, help, and guide others in your club 
to achieve the same level of knowledge and 
obedience training as you and your dog.

When heeling, your dog should always sit within arm’s 
length of your right or left leg when your stop.
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Training for the Field
Once you have successfully taught your dog the 

four basic commands (come, sit, stay, and heel), you 
are ready to begin training your dog for the field. 
Remember	that	repetition	is	just	as	important	in	
the field as it is for basic obedience. All the training 
techniques covered in this section will take your 
dog a lot of time and practice to perform perfectly 
and consistently. It takes many trips to the field and 
many months (perhaps years) before you and your 
dog are performing as a team in the way you hope 
to achieve while hunting or competing in field trials. 

Some	dogs	learn	faster	than	others.	Like	
humans, every dog is different and trains and 
responds differently. The most important thing to 
remember as a handler and trainer is that you are 
working with an animal that does not understand 
or think through things the same way you do. Just 
because you “get it” does not mean your dog will 
“get it.” 

Training	any	animal	can	be	frustrating	at times. 
If training or working in the field gets challenging, 
continue to practice, continue praising your dog 
when it is good, and do not be afraid to return 
to simple training methods. It is more important 
to take steps back and retrain your dog than to 
continue pushing it to do something it may not fully 
understand. 

Dogs,	by	nature,	want	to	please.	Making	it	easier	
on them and allowing them fun and proper training 
time will make for better rewards in the end.

Whistle training
Whistle	training	is	useful	for	all	hunting	dogs	in	

the field. High winds and terrain can muffle your 
voice so that your dog cannot hear your commands. 
There are a variety of dog whistles on the market. 
Find one that you are comfortable with and that 
your dog responds to. 

Whistle come command
You can easily train your dog to come to a 

whistle if your dog is already trained to come and sit 
(either in front of you or in the heel position) when 
you	call	it.	Take	your	dog	outside	and	let	it	wander	
off a bit. Say your dog’s name, give it the command 
to come, and immediately follow that command 
with a whistle command of your choice (for 
instance, three shorts breaths on your dog whistle). 
When	your	dog	responds	and	comes	back	to	you,	
give it lots of praise (and a reward, if you choose). 

Do this several times throughout the day for 
many days in a row. The goal is to give a whistle 
command and have your dog come to sit next 
to you without hearing its name or the come 
command. Be sure to alternate using a voice 
command and a whistle command. You want 
your dog to respond to both, no matter which one 
you use. If you mix it up, your dog has to keep 
processing what you are telling it, leaving it little 
time to become distracted. 

As with any training technique conducted off 
leash, if your dog is not responding fast enough or 
with the response you command, put it back on a 
short leash and begin the training process again. 
The short leash gives you better control because the 
dog stays closer to you.

Whistle stop command
If you have already taught your dog to sit on 

command no matter what distance it is from you, 
then this step in whistle training will be much 
simpler.	While	you	are	out	playing	with	and	training	
your dog, give it the sit command and immediately 
follow that command with a specific whistle 
command (for instance, one short breath on your 
dog whistle). 

By doing this repeatedly, your dog will soon 
recognize that one short whistle is the command to 
stop and sit no matter where it is, what it is doing, 
or how far away from you it is. Again, alternate 
using your voice and the whistle to give the stop 

When your dog is responding well to commands at 
home, begin training sessions in the field or other new 
place.
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and sit command. Your dog will learn to respond to 
both commands the same way. 

If your dog does not respond to the whistle 
command while off leash, put it back on a short 
leash and begin the training process again. Repeat 
this process on leash until the dog is responding; 
then try it again off leash. Repetition and lots of 
praise are the keys to success. 

Hand signals
Hand	signals	can	be	just	as	effective	as voice and 

whistle commands and are equally important when 
training your dog for the field. Hand signals work 
well when your dog is focused on you and sound 
is not going to work. For example, the wind might 
be blowing hard enough to muffle the sound of a 

whistle. Or, while hunting, you might need to be 
very quiet so you do not spook the game. In these 
two cases, hand signals are very useful. 

Just as for the training techniques we have 
covered so far, repetition and consistency are very 
important for training with hand signals. You must 
ensure that each hand signal is distinctly different 
and use each one consistently. There are a multitude 
of hand signals used for training sporting dogs. 
Each	signal	represents	a	different	action	you	wish	
your	dog	to	perform.	Take	the	time	to	research	
which hand signals are most commonly used or 
will work best for you. Remember to keep the hand 
signal for a specific action the same every time, and 
be sure that each signal is unique. 

Use the same steps to train your dog with hand 
signals	as	you	did	in	whistle	training.	Give	your	dog	
the command to come and at the same time show a 
hand signal of your choice, like swinging your right 
hand from your stomach around to the side of your 
right leg (or vice-versa, using your left hand and left 
leg). Do this several times throughout the day for 
many	days	in	a	row.	Eventually,	when	your	dog	sees	
this signal, it will recognize the command to come. 

Follow the same steps to teach your dog to sit 
with a hand signal only.	Give	it	the	voice	command	
to sit and at the same time show a specific hand 
signal, such as holding your right or left hand 
directly out in front of your body, fingers up and 
palm facing the dog. Soon your dog will sit when it 
sees that hand signal.

As your dog progresses, you can begin teaching 
hand signals 
that command 
it to retrieve 
in a specific 
direction. For 
instance, if you 
want your dog to 
retrieve	an	object	
to the right of 
you, make a 
throwing motion 
to the right with 
your right hand 
while giving 
the dog the 
voice or whistle 
command to 
retrieve. Your 
dog will learn 
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Work your dog off leash once it is responding well 
while on leash.
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This is an example of a hand signal you can use to 
teach your dog to come.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 M
ic

ha
el

 J.
 G

al
an

te
, w

w
w

.n
ex

tg
en

-re
tri

ev
er

.c
om

Use hand signals to direct your dog 
to a specific location or object.
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to associate the direction of your throwing motion 
with the direction you wish it to go retrieve. There 
are a number of different exercises for teaching 
this command. Practice and consistency are most 
important.

Again, mix it up. Alternate using hand signals, 
whistle commands, and voice commands, allowing 
your dog to master each method of command 
without focusing on one type of command more 
than another. This will help reinforce that whenever 
you use a sound or hand signal, your dog needs 
to	respond	in	the	way	it	was	trained.	Mixing	it	up	
ensures that when you take your dog into the field, 
no matter the conditions, it will know what it is 
supposed to do based upon the command or signal 
you give. Mixing	it	up when training helps keep your 
dog from getting bored with the same commands 
and keeps its attention constantly on you. 

Collar training
Collar	devices	are	often	used	while	training	

sporting dogs and are commonly seen in the field. 
There are training collars that make sounds (similar 
to a whistle), that vibrate, or that shock. There are 
many different opinions about how to use these 
collars and whether or not they should be used 
at all. Remember that there are many different 
techniques	for	training	a	dog.	What	is	most	
important is that you, the handler, use the training 
techniques and tools that are most comfortable for 
both you and your dog. 

If you decide to use a vibrating or shock collar, 
it is critically important that you read the collar 
manufacturer’s instructions before putting it on 
your	dog.	Vibrating	and	shock	collars	can	injure	
a dog if used incorrectly. Be sure to fit your dog 
with the correct size and use the correct amount of 
vibration or shock. Be careful, and use these collars 
with	discretion.	Training	and	hunting	with	your	dog	
should be fun for both of you. If you use these types 
of collars inappropriately, you can cause your dog to 
respond negatively or not at all. 

Training	collars	are	another	way	to	teach	dogs	
the basic commands (come, sit, stay, and heel) 
and any other commands you need in order to be 
successful in the field. Repetition and consistency 
are still the most important techniques, along with 
giving lots of praise (and a reward, if you choose). 

To	train	your	dog	to	respond	to	a	collar	device,	
say the dog’s name and give it the voice command 

to come while 
making the collar 
produce either a 
noise or vibration. 
Do this repeatedly, 
several times a day 
for several days 
in a row. Always 
praise your dog 
when it responds 
to the command 
you are giving it. 

When	working	
your dog off leash 
during collar 
training, if it is 
not responding 
fast enough or in 
the way that you 
command, put it 
back on a 4-foot 
leash and begin 
the training process again. Keep the dog on a short 
leash until it is responding correctly, and then 
proceed to either a longer leash or check cord or 
take the dog back off leash again. 

Retrieving
Most	hunting	dogs	are	trained	to	retrieve	

whether they are bred for flushing, pointing, or 
retrieving. Though some dogs can be taught to 
retrieve whether they want to or not, retrieving is 
something a dog should want to do. Keep training 
times	fun	and	energetic.	Teaching	your	dog	to	
retrieve can be playtime with your dog.

Begin by simply playing “fetch” with your dog. 
Start	with	a	lightweight	object	that	is	a	comfortable	
fit	for	your	dog’s	mouth.	(Remember,	just	because	it	
is easy for you to hold does not mean that your dog 
can	easily	carry	it.)	Throw	the	object,	and	have	the	
dog bring it back to you. If your dog is reluctant to 
pick it up, try putting something tasty on it to tempt 
the dog. Practice this with your dog several times a 
day for several days in a row. 

Once your dog is retrieving consistently and is 
enjoying	it,	the	next	step	is	to	have	the	dog	retrieve	
the	object,	come	back	to	you,	and	sit	either	in	front	
of you or in the heel position. Follow the steps 
outlined in the basic obedience section to teach 
the dog to return to you and sit. Once your dog 
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Put your dog back on leash while 
collar training to help reinforce the 
training commands.
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Retrieve on command
Once your dog has accomplished the art of 

retrieving, sitting after the retrieve, and giving the 
object	to	you	on	command,	it	is	ready	for	more	
training.	Put	your	dog	on	a	sit-stay,	place	the	object	
where the dog can see you do it, and then walk away 
from	the	object.	Give	your	dog	a	command	to	retrieve	
(like “find the bird”), and have the dog return the 
object	to	you.	This	helps	teach	the	dog	how	to	retrieve	
on command. In the field, your dog will often need to 
perform this type of retrieve, especially if it is a duck 
dog or there is more than one game bird to bring back. 

Retrieve by scent
When	your	dog	is	comfortable	retrieving	on	

command, you can move on to more advanced 
training methods, such as adding the scent of a 
particular	bird	to	the	object.	This	helps	teach	the	
dog three things: 
1. The dog becomes familiar with the scent of 

various game birds. 
2. The dog acquires a taste for having a bird in its 

mouth. 
3. The dog begins to use its sense of smell to find 

and retrieve birds. 
Place	a	scented	object	somewhere	out	of	sight	

(for example, stuffed in a pile of hay or under some 
brush). Then give your command to retrieve, and 
allow	the	dog	time	to	find	the	object.	If	your	dog	
needs	help,	walk	in	the	general	area	of	the	object	
and	keep	encouraging	the	dog	to	find	it.	When	your	
dog	finds	the	object,	respond	with	lots	of	praise.	

These are simple techniques to teach your dog 
to	find	and	retrieve	objects	similar	to	what	it	will	
encounter	in	the	field.	Lots	of	field	training	and	practice	
time are necessary for the dog to be successful. 

retrieves	the	object,	returns	to	you,	and	sits,	reach	
down	and	take	the	object	from	the	dog’s	mouth,	
telling it to either drop it, release, give, or any other 
command you want to use. Some dogs like to play 
tug-of-war	with	objects.	Teach	your	dog	to	give	you	
the	object	on	command	to	prevent	the	tug-of-war	
play and help you be more efficient in the field. 

Some dogs think it is fun to run around in 
circles	after	they	have	retrieved	an	object.	Teach	
your	dog	to	retrieve	the	object,	return	to	you	
immediately,	sit,	and	give	you	the	object.	This	sets	
the stage for success in the field. This is helpful 
especially when you want to get going to your 
next bird or be ready when the next flock of ducks 
approaches. If your dog is reluctant to return the 
object	to	you	while	off	leash,	try	putting	the	dog	
on a flexi-leash or check cord and continue with 
the training process. Having the dog back on leash 
allows you more control as you teach it to retrieve.
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Playing “fetch” with your dog is fun and a great way 
to teach your dog to retrieve.
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Make sure your dog knows the command to retrieve 
while on leash before practicing off leash.
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Training wings are good tools for teaching your dog to 
recognize bird scent.
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Introducing gunfire

Most	sporting	dogs that will hunt game birds 
need to become accustomed to the sound of gunfire. 
There are several different methods of training these 
steps.	No	matter	which	method	you	use,	start	out	
with a cap gun. A cap gun tends not to be as loud or 
startling as blanks or live ammunition, so it may be 
easiest on your dog. 

Start by firing the cap gun at different times 
during the day when you are 15 feet or further away 
from your dog. For instance, if your dog is playing 
in the back yard, wait until it is not paying attention 
to you, and fire a shot from the cap gun. Ignore your 
dog’s response to the sound, and continue with what 
you were doing. Do this a couple of times during 
the day. Another option is feeding time (this is best 
done outside). Start to set your dog’s bowl of food 
on the ground. As it comes running over to meet 
you and is at least 15 feet way, fire a shot from the 
cap gun and continue the feeding. Ignore the dog’s 
response to the sound.

By ignoring the dog’s response, you are neither 
teaching it to be afraid of the sound nor are you 
reinforcing that the sound is okay. You 
are	just	allowing	your	dog	the	time	
it needs to become familiar with the 
sound.	Eventually,	your	dog	will	get	
used to the sound, and gunfire will 
become a natural noise that it doesn’t 
fear or worry about.

Do this for several days. Over the 
next couple of weeks, start the process 
again, only this time fire the cap gun 
closer to your dog each time. Keep 
working until you can fire the cap gun 
within a few feet of your dog or over 

the dog’s head. Always ignore the dog’s response to 
the sound. 

Once your dog is fully accustomed to the sound 
of the cap gun, it is time to visit the field with a 
larger-caliber firearm. A sudden change from a cap 
gun to a 12- or 20-gauge shotgun may be too severe, 
so start with a .22 with blanks, a blank pistol, or a 
.410 shotgun. 

Begin by walking your dog on a 15- to 30-foot 
leash. Have someone walk beside you and fire a shot 
from a medium-caliber firearm. If your dog does 
not seem to mind the louder noise, try a larger-
caliber (such as a 12- or 20-gauge shotgun). You will 
have to do this exercise many times to be sure your 
dog can handle the sound of a regulation game bird 
load. If your dog appears anxious or stressed from 
the louder noise, you may need to go back to the 
cap gun for a few more training sessions. 

Before you handle any firearms 
(cap guns or real guns firing blanks 
or live rounds), you first must take 
a firearm safety handling class. 
Be sure you know how to handle 
a firearm properly. NEvER handle 
a firearm (loaded or unloaded) 
without the supervision of an adult.
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When you introduce your dog to gunfire, start with 
small-caliber firearms or cap guns before using large-
caliber shot guns.
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Be sure your dog is accustomed to having firearms around before you 
introduce gunfire.
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Sometimes,	just	the	presence	of	a	firearm	in	
hand	can	cause	a	dog	to	shy	away.	Never	point	
a firearm directly at your dog in a commanding 
manner. Instead, have your dog come to you while 
a firearm is nearby or in your hand, and pet the dog 
and praise it when it obeys. Be sure the firearm is 
not	loaded.	Let	your	dog	grow	accustomed	to	seeing	
you with a firearm in hand so it learns not to fear it.

Once your dog is comfortable enough with one 
large-caliber firearm, try the exercise with two or 
three shooting at different intervals to get the dog 
used	to	a	real	hunting	situation.	Eventually,	your	

dog will be able 
to respond to 
your commands 
off leash while 
you are doing 
this exercise. 
If your dog 
has grown 
accustomed 
to the sound, 
it should not 
run off or shy 
away from 
the presence 
and noise of 
firearms. 

Things you can do
1. Attend a hunter safety course to learn about 

proper firearm handling techniques. How did 
the hunter safety course reinforce some of 
your training techniques? How can you apply 
what you learned to your training sessions? 
How will the hunter safety course affect you 
as you continue training and working your 
dog in the field?

2. Visit a gun club and talk to members about 
hunting	with	dogs	in	the	field.	Take	your	dog	
along with you to the gun club to get it used 
to different people with firearms and the 
sound of multiple gunshots (do this only after 
you have completed gunfire training with 
your dog). How does talking to other people 
about their dogs and their training methods 
help you with your dog? How can you help 
others learn about and train sporting dogs?

3.	 Take	part	in	a	field	dog	trial	or	hunt	test.	Why	
are field trials or hunt tests important to the 
sporting dog industry? How can competing 
in a field dog trial or hunt test help you with 
your	sporting	dog	project?	How	can	you	
apply what you learned to other areas of your 
life?

4. Join a 4-H Shooting Sports club.

©
 A

m
er

ic
an

 K
en

ne
l C

lu
b/

Ro
be

rt 
Yo

un
g

Wear hunter orange for safety in the 
field and when you are hunting.
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Training in the Field
You have completed basic obedience training, 

taught your dog some whistle commands and hand 
signals, practiced with an electronic collar (if you 
choose to use one), and introduced your dog to the 
sound	of	gunfire.	Now	it	is	time	to	put	it	all	together	
and begin training your dog for live birds in the 
field. 

There are many different ways to teach your 
dog how to react when it comes upon a bird in the 
field, or how to retrieve on command when you 
have downed a bird in the water or on land. In this 
section, you will learn some basic field training 
techniques specific to pointing, flushing, and 
retrieving dogs. Further training and practice and 
other resources are needed to be sure your dog is 
ready for live hunting.

Pointing dogs
Though pointing dogs should have some natural 

instinct to point to a bird when they come upon it, 
they also have minds of their own. You will have 
to train your pointing dog to know how to react 
correctly when it comes upon a bird in the field. 

Start by taking your pointing dog into the field 
on	a	4-foot	leash.	Take	a	training	dummy	or	bird	
wing and cover it with bird scent so that it smells 
like a live bird. Have someone place the “bird” 
(object)	in	a	field	so	that	you	know	where	it	is	but	
the dog does not. 

Walk	the	dog	downwind	of	the	object	about	
75	to	100	feet	away.	Slowly	approach	the	object	
with	the	dog	in	the	heel	position.	Try	to	focus	the	
dog’s attention out in front by telling it to “find 
the	bird.”	When	your	dog	picks	up	the	scent,	you	
should notice a change in its behavior (pricked ears, 
sniffing, perhaps whining a little). Praise your dog, 
and	keep	approaching	the	object	slowly.	

When	you	get	within	10	to	15	feet	of	the	object,	
and your dog definitely smells the bird scent, give 
a whoa or stop command. This helps teach the 
dog that as it approaches birds, it needs to come to 
a	stop	and	wait	for	you	to	approach.	When	your	
dog	stops	and	is	looking	intently	at	the	object,	
give lots of praise, and try the exercise again. This 
time, approach from a different direction or have 
someone	move	the	object	to	a	different	spot.	

Eventually,	switch	from	a	4-foot	leash	to	a	 
15- to 30-foot leash or check cord and continue 
the exercise. On a longer leash, allow your dog to 
move out in front of you instead of staying in the 
heel position. As soon as the dog comes within 
10 to	15 feet	of	the	object	and	is	looking	or	pointing	
toward it, give a stop command, and walk up next 
to the dog. Release the dog with lots of praise, and 
try it again. Do this several times with the “bird” 
in many different places, such as in high brush, 
short grass, a hedgerow, or on a fence line. This lets 
your dog practice different scenarios that it might 
encounter in the field. 

Eventually,	your	dog	no	longer	will	need	to	be	
on leash during this exercise. It will approach the 
object,	stop	10	to	15	feet	away	and	point	toward	the	
object,	and	wait	until	you	come	to	its	side	and give 
the command to release. 

The next step involves adding the retrieve to 
the exercise. These steps are covered in the section 
“Retrieve on command with gunfire” (page 20).

Flushing dogs
Flushing dogs can be trained in a similar way 

to pointing dogs. Start your dog on a 4-foot leash. 
Have	someone	place	an	object	that	has	been	covered	
in bird scent, such as a training dummy or wing, 
downwind about 75 to 100 feet. Be sure that you 
know	where	the	object	is	but	the	dog	does	not.	

Approach	the	object	from	downwind	while	
keeping	your	dog	in	the	heel	position.	Try	to	focus	
your	dog’s	attention	in	the	direction	of	the	object.	
As	you	approach	the	object,	your	dog	should	begin	
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Many different breeds of dogs can be trained to 
retrieve birds.
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to	pick	up	the	scent.	When	you	are	within	15	feet	of	
the	object,	and	you	know	your	dog	clearly	has	the	
scent, give a whoa or stop command. Then release 
your dog and do the exercise again from a different 
approach	or	with	the	object	in	a	different	spot.	
Perform this several times until you can approach 
the	object	with	your	dog	off	leash. Be sure your dog 
stops when you give it the whoa or stop command.

Some flushing dogs are trained to wait for 
the handler to catch up to them. Others are kept 
very close to the handler using voice, whistle, 
hand, or electronic collar signals. The important 
thing is that the dog understands a whoa or stop 
command so that the hunter has time to get into 
a shooting position. Then the dog should wait for 
the command to flush the bird (scare the bird into 
motion or flight). At this point, the hunter can shoot 
the bird. 

To	teach	your	dog	to	flush	on	command,	you	
must have access to live birds and be able to control 
your dog so that it won’t scare up the bird until 
you are ready. First, have someone place a bird so 
you know its general whereabouts. The bird can be 
tied to a string or loose, depending on the wishes 
of the bird’s owner. Start by approaching the bird 
with	your	dog	on	a	short	leash.	When	you	know	
that your dog clearly sees or knows where the bird 
is, give it the whoa or stop command. Then give 
the command that your dog recognizes to proceed 
toward	the	bird.	When	the	bird	flushes,	give	your	
dog lots of praise. 

You must have enough control of your dog to 
be able to call 
it off the bird 
no matter how 
intently the 
dog is focused 
on chasing 
it. Do this 
exercise several 
times during a 
training session 
for many 
days before 
advancing to a 
longer leash or 
rope and before 
you take the 
dog off leash 
completely.

Retrieve on command with gunfire
It is important that all hunting dogs know not 

to retrieve a bird until their handler has given the 
command	to	do	so.	When	your	dog	has	learned	this	
well, you are ready to start training it to retrieve on 
command while in the field. Start with the same 
steps as in previous sections: 
1. Have	someone	place	an	object	covered	in	bird	

scent 75 to 100 feet in front of you and your dog, 
making sure the dog does not see where the 
object	is.	

2.	Have	your	dog	approach	the	object	and	stop	when	
it is a good distance from it, allowing you time to 
get in position. 
When	you	are	in	position	and	are	sure	your	dog	

knows	where	the	object	is,	fire	a	shot	over	the	dog’s	
head and give the command to retrieve. Have your 
dog	retrieve	the	object,	bring	it	back	to	you,	and	sit.	
Do this exercise several times in a training session, 
and repeat for many days, weeks, and months if 
need be. 

Water retrieve on command with gunfire
Teaching	the	water	retrieve	is	very	similar	to	

teaching the retrieve on the ground. The main 
difference is that you have less control of your dog 
once it enters the water, because most of the time 
you will not practice the water retrieve while your 
dog is on leash. 

Have your dog sit near the water. Have a partner 
throw	an	object	out	into	the	water.	At	the	same	
moment, fire a shot over the dog’s head in the 
direction	of	the	object.	When	the	object	lands	in	
the water, give the command to retrieve. Have the 
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Keep your dog on leash when introducing live birds. 
Gradually work the dog from a 4-foot leash to a 
30-foot leash or check cord before going off leash.
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Flushing dogs scare birds into motion 
or flight from their hiding places.
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Be sure your dog is well accustomed 
to water before you put it in real 
hunting situations.

dog	return	the	object	to	you	and	sit.	Practice	this	
exercise several times in a training session, and 
repeat for many days, weeks, and months until you 
are confident that your dog will retrieve every time, 
with the corresponding command and with gunfire. 

You can use these training steps along with 
other resources to train your dog for the kinds 
of field trials, hunt tests, or hunting you want to 
do. Remember that you can train a retrieving 
dog to flush or point, a flushing dog to point, and 
a pointing dog to flush and retrieve. Keep two 
important things in mind when you decide how to 
train your dog: 
1. How you want your dog to perform in the field
2.	What	type	of	hunting	(land or water) you will do 

most often

Things you can do
1. Read books and online articles and watch 

videos about how to teach your dog to flush, 
point, and retrieve. Demonstrate to your club 
the new techniques you have learned. How 
did it feel to demonstrate what you learned in 
front of a group of peers? How can you help 
others feel comfortable demonstrating what 
they have learned in front of the group?

2. Attend a clinic or seminar on how to teach 
your dog to be successful in the field. How 
did the clinic help you become a more 
successful	sporting	dog	trainer?	What	did	
you learn that you can use with your dog or 
when helping other members in your club? 
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Use training dummies when teaching your dog to 
retrieve in the water.
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Putting It All Together
Your dog is ready for the field. Before you go 

out, make certain that you have done all that is 
necessary to comply with rules and regulations and 
to take care of yourself and your dog. 
☑ Always take food and plenty of water for 

yourself and your dog. This is especially 
important if it is a hot day and you will be out 
for a long time. Keep your dog hydrated so it 
won’t get exhausted or suffer worse harm that 
could require medical attention.

☑	 Take	along	a	blanket	or	towel	if	your	dog	will	be	
out in low temperatures or retrieving in water 
(especially	in	winter).	Like	you,	your	dog	must	
be able to get dry to be sure it doesn’t get too 
cold. 

☑	 Take	a	first-aid	kit	for	yourself	and	your	dog.	
You never know what your dog might get into 
while	in	the	field.	Cuts,	scratches,	and burrs all 
need attention from time to time. A first-aid 
kit with the appropriate contents can help ease 
your	dog’s	discomfort	if	it	is	injured.	

☑	 When	you	take	your	dog	hunting	with	other	
people and their dogs, stay aware of where 
your dog is, where other hunters’ dogs are, 
and where the other hunters are as well. Keep 
yourself and your dog at a safe distance from 
others while hunting. Any type of highly 

visible clothing (such as hunter orange) that 
you can wear yourself and put on your dog 
will help make sure that other hunters can see 
you and your dog. Oregon (and other states) 
has different requirements for using hunter 
orange depending on the species of game you 
are	hunting.	Check	the	hunting	regulations	for	
your state, area, and game species to ensure 
you follow all appropriate and required hunting 
regulations. 

☑ Remember, it is your responsibility to know and 
understand the laws that hunters must follow. 
Make	sure	you	visit	your	local	fish	and	wildlife	
office to confirm that you are in compliance 
with all the hunting regulations that both you 
and your dog must abide by while in the field. 
Ask about the game tags and licenses you are 
required	to	carry.	Make	sure	you	know	what	
vaccination papers and identification you must 
have for your dog when taking it out on public 
land. 

☑ If you have never hunted before, go along with 
someone who has experience before venturing 
out by yourself. There is a lot you can learn 
(both good and bad habits) from watching 
other	people	and	their	dogs	in	the	field.	Watch	
videos to find out what a real hunting situation 
might be like before you experience it firsthand. 

☑ Plan where you will be hunting, and tell 
someone your plan. Do not change plans 
without telling someone.
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Always take a first-aid kit as part of your equipment 
when training or hunting in the field.
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Wear hunter orange while in the field. It helps keep 
you visible to others.
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Things you can do
1.	Watch	a	video	about	hunting	dogs	that	

shows real hunting scenes to get a better idea 
of	what	to	expect	in	the	field.	Critique	the	
scenes	in	the	video.	Write	down	the	positive	
things you saw and some things that could 
have	been	done	differently.	Compare	your	
notes to your own training and hunting 
regimes.	Note	the	areas	in	which	you	see	
progress and where you still experience 
challenges.

2.	 Contact	your	local	fish	and	wildlife	office	
and ask about the tags and licenses you 
need before you hunt with your dog. How 
do required tags and licenses help in game 
conservation? How can you as an outdoor 
enthusiast have a positive impact on game 
conservation? 

3.	 Go	on	a	hunting	trip	with	a	mentor	or	
someone else from whom you can learn. 
Watch	how	this	person	works	with	his	or	
her	dogs.	Take	notes	on	the	different	voice	
commands, hand signals, or whistles used 
to tell the dog what to do. How did watching 
your mentor or friend help you work with 
your dog? How can you be a mentor to 
someone in your life?
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Remember to give your dog adequate protection from 
the weather while in the field.
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Home Life and Your Dog
Most	hunting	dogs	serve	two	roles:	hunting	

companion	and	family	pet.	Living	with	a	hunting	
dog can be a challenge for other people in your 
home, especially if they do not understand why the 
dog	does	what	it	does.	Most	dogs	understand	the	
difference between relaxed playing at home, training 
sessions, and hunting in the field. But because of 
their natural instincts, they may still act certain 
ways while relaxing and playing around the house. 
A retrieving dog, for instance, may constantly bring 
objects	to	throw	so	it	can	retrieve	them.	A	pointing	
or flushing dog may continually run around the 
back yard chasing birds. 

Spend some time teaching your family 
about your dog’s traits and instincts so they can 
understand why it acts the way it does. Show them 
how to give the proper commands to come, sit, 
stay,	and	heel	so	they	too	can	enjoy	having	the	dog	
around. Your dog can be fun for all members of the 
family if everyone knows how to manage it and also 

understands that it must also be allowed to act like a 
hunting dog.

As the handler, you do not want to scold your 
dog for behavior that is natural for it. Instead, create 
time each day to interact with your dog. Play fetch, 
exercise,	or	walk	your	dog	every	day.	Not	only	will	
you solidify the relationship you have with your 
dog, you will help keep the dog from becoming 
bored or finding trouble. 

Above all, your dog depends on you to care 
for it and help it. By spending time with your dog 
(training,	hunting,	or	just	hanging	around	the	
house), you will learn how your dog communicates 
to	you.	When	you	can	recognize	this,	you	can	take	
better care of your dog. 

There are many great resources available 
through	the	4-H	Dog	Project	on	feeding,	grooming,	
and	caring	for	your	dog.	Take	some	time	to	look	
at them. The more you learn about the daily care 
and management of your dog, the better you will 
become at keeping it healthy and able to perform 
while training or hunting in the field.

Things you can do
1.	Write	down	the	different	commands	you	give	

your dog to sit, stay, come, etc. Post them 
somewhere in your house where others can 
see them, so they can practice giving the 
commands to your dog as well.

2.	 Give	a	presentation	about	your	dog	to	the	
people	living	in	your	home.	Explain	how	
some of your dog’s behavior is based on its 
natural	instincts.	Tell	them	all	they	need	to	
know to help them understand more about 
your dog and why it behaves the way it does.Ph
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Spend down time with your dog to form a close bond.
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Resources
Visit these websites to find out more about 4-H, 

fish and wildlife regulations, breeds of hunting 
dogs, competitions, field trials, and other things that 
interest you.
American	Kennel	Club 

http://www.akc.org
Dogs Unlimited 

http://www.dogsunlimited.com
National	4-H	Shooting	Sports	Program 

http://www.4-hshootingsports.org/
NextGen	Retriever	Training 

http://www.nextgen-retriever.com
North	American	Gun	Dog	Association 

http://www.nagdog.com/
Oregon 4-H Youth Development Program 

http://oregon.4h.oregonstate.edu/
Oregon	Department	of	Fish	and	Wildlife 

http://www.dfw.state.or.us/
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