Looking into the dogs world
Every dog can track. They have an inbuilt instinct, which is developed from birth.

Anyone who has been present at the birth of a naturally whelped litter will marvel at a tiny baby puppy making its way to the milk bar. From day one a puppy develops this instinct helped by its mother who later teaches it to sniff its way around its world. The difference is that some dogs are better at tracking than others. The popular image is the stereotype of the German Shepherd Dog being the model tracker dog.  They do certainly make excellent tracking dogs. However they are not on the top of the list in the area of scenting ability. Some of the gundogs have better scenting ability and of course many of the hounds have been selected mainly for scent work. The German Shepherd comes into his own by being adaptable and having an undying urge to please his owner, once a bond has been formed. I am biased, but I firmly believe that the German Shepherd dog is the best all round working dog overall. Tracking is but one of the skills in which he excels. In addition to breed traits there will also be differences in the abilities of individual dogs. Some dogs find it easier than others to find particular scents. Just like humans, even siblings will differ remarkably in talent in certain areas. Heredity does have a huge effect. Working breeds which have been selected for their ability to perform a task are more likely to have the working traits that they were bred for. Hence the all round working ability of the German Shepherd Dog is the product of careful selection of the forebears of our dogs who worked well at guarding and protecting their flock and performing other tasks according to their owners needs.

To get back to the original point, while the German Shepherd is not necessarily the best tracking dog, he has been selected for thousands of years from stock bred for all round skills which include tracking. He certainly has more than enough tracking ability to find human scent in sometimes very difficult conditions. Hence his use by Service bodies the world over. From tracking criminals to finding lost people to searching for explosives and for drugs, the German Shepherd is right up there with the best in the world.

They are not alone, dogs have millions of times the sense of smell that humans have, and much more than they need to follow the relatively straight forward tracks that the ANKC rules require.

The one thing that is certain is that any dog at any age can track. It is far easier to teach a baby puppy than an older dog but it is still possible to teach the older ones. It will usually just take longer. Also some individual dogs will be better than others.

For most of us, our dogs are our pets. We use them for all sorts of purposes. But once they arrive in our home that is where they stay. While the services may try out hundreds of dogs before they accept one to train, we make do with what we have. If we have a particular interest in trialling we may take care to select a puppy from parents which have a demonstrated a will to work. 

I like to start with a puppy, which has an insatiable urge to play and retrieve. While this urge can be developed or extinguished, it is present in some individual dogs more than others. Those that have that strong urge to play are much easier to teach to track.

Starting out on Tracking Training

Now we start on beginner tracking training.

The first thing we must get clear is that we are not teaching the dog to track. He has been able to do that extremely well from birth. We are going to teach him to track what we wish him to track. If we plan to compete in ANKC tracking trials, we will be teaching the dog to track a human being for which he has been given a scent. He will also be taught to indicate articles, which have been placed by the tracklayer. He will also be taught to ignore other scents such as other humans, dogs, stock or wildlife. Along this journey, I promise you that you will never fail to be amazed at the dogs ability to track under all types of conditions. The dog has an ability millions of times greater than humans to perform this task. It is truly one of the opportunities that we can experience of gaining a small glimpse into the dogs world. Tracking is one field wher we truly have to place our trust in the dog. We can train him as well as we are able but in the end, he is the only one who can track whatever we want him to track.

Tracking Training Methods 

There are many different methods for training tracking dogs

The service organizations are professionals who train selected dogs. They rely heavily on play drive. We are mainly pet owners who wish to work with our dogs.

Over many years I have found that the most natural method works with most dogs and is a lot quicker to teach as it relies totally on the dogs basic drive.
The method we currently use relies initially on the dog’s natural urge to find its owner. The owner is used as the bait, while an experienced handler tracks the dog to its owner, so that the dog gets the best reward possible. 

Using an experienced person as the first handler also minimises the chance for the dog to get uncertain/confused messages on it’s early tracks.
The key points

· Corners are introduced from the first track. saving lots of training time. 
· The first tracklayer is the owner or the person the dog is most bonded to, the dog is handled by a stranger, who must be an experienced handler.

· The first tracking experience for the dog should be a very positive experience.
The first steps are as follows;

Equipment required:

· Owner/tracklayer

· Extra special toy which the dog only has access to at the end of a track

· Small food reward at end, extra special treat, again not given at other times

· Stranger/handler

· Dog on fixed collar

· 10 meter line with clip to attach to collar. (line can be longer)

We start out with the dog on a normal fixed collar with a long line (10 to 15 metres), attached.

The handler will hold the dog while the owner walks off in a straight line for about 50 metres then takes a left or right turn and walks another 50 metres and hides. The handler will ask the owner to head for a certain marker point, eg a distinctive tree or a pole, then turn and head for another marker.  While the owner is heading off on the first leg, the owner calls dog and maybe shows a toy to attract its attention. The level of encouragement required depends on the enthusiasm of the dog. Some dogs will need little or no encouragement other than their owner walking away from them. This is very typical of the German Shepherd Dog and this is why this method is very successful for them.

The dog is allowed to watch the owner go until he turns the corner, then the dog is taken away so he cannot see where the owner went. Make sure that the handler keeps a good hold on the dog, as the dog will often be desperate to get to its owner.

This process is repeated until the dog has a firm grip on what it's all about and looks at tracking as a very positive event. This process can take a while depending on the dog and also the experience of the owner. 

Handling the dog over to the owner

The stranger/handler will carefully follow a process to hand the dog over to the owner. This part must not be rushed.  If the owner is introduced too soon, the dog could get confused.  If this part is done well, a good sound foundation will be laid, resulting in a dog who is track sure and confident of his own ability to find a track.

Once the dog has been handed over to the owner, the owner always lays the track,

places the dogs tracking bag at the end and comes back around the area of the track and handles the dog.  Owner/handler always lays the track and handles the dog.

After that there is never a person at the end, just the dog’s toy or treat. 

Dog only follows another person in a trial or maybe a practice the week before a trial to make the handler feel better and perhaps get a timid dog used to a person at the end.

It is also helpful to have that extra incentive to follow an interesting new scent at a trial when you want that extra attention.

We expect our dogs to follow a track as closely as possible and the tracklayer is the only person who knows exactly where they went, and where the articles are placed 

We do not mark tracks on the ground in training (once I can remember trying this, for husband's sake, when he kept forgetting where he had gone with a very fast dog which he was struggling to handle) the dog indicated each flag by sitting at them as in articles. It did look funny with her sitting on each corner. Recently we have used what I call butterflys. They are clothes pegs with bright tape tied to them. They are placed in bushes and trees to help the tracklayer remember where they went.

We vary tracks as much as possible, try not to use same areas all the time, and we provide challenges on tracks to make them interesting. Challenges could be as simple as crossing a road or a bridge or climbing through a fence.

Article Indication

Part of the challenge of tracking is that the dogs not only have to follow the track and find the tracklayer, they have to find and indicate article placed by the tracklayer.

We expect our dogs to indicate articles clearly, so they must be taught to do that. You need to know when they are coming up so that you can put steady pressure on the lead so the dog does not overshoot the article. We like to make a huge fuss when the dog finds an article. Surly no other dog has ever been so clever. Pick up the article and stroke the dog with it. This usually makes the dog sit or drop. Does not matter which. Article is then put in pocket and a treat is presented. This has to become a ritual at every article. In an actual trial the dog then has some hope of at least stopping and indicating an article. Sometimes we all get carried away with the occasion and the dog just sniffs and runs. By making the dog stop very definitely in practice we hope that they will at least pause in a trial.

We do a lot of practice under as many different conditions as possible to make the dogs track sure
Problem Solving

When problems arise as they will, go back to basics. Get an experienced handler to handle the dog with the owner at the end, just as at the beginning. You may only need to do this occasionally. It builds confidence and helps to give the dog incentive.

Golden Rules of Tracking for Dog and Handler

· The dog does not need to be shown how to track, he/she knew that from birth

· The dog has to be shown what we want him/her to do i.e. follow a particular  track

· The dog is the only one who knows where the track goes, (unless we have laid it in training) so we have to trust the dog in a trial

· The dog has to be allowed to learn at his own rate

· The dog needs lots of kilometers under it’s paws before it will be tracksure (confident)

· The handler has to learn from the dog

· The handler has to learn to be quiet and “listen” to the dog and not interfere

· The handler has to enjoy the experience of following the dog and letting the dog follow it’s natural instinct

· The handler has to ascertain when the dog is ready and not to be tempted to enter a trial too soon. The handler has to realize that a dog may be at a stage where it can easily pass a TQT where it is following a known person, Mum or Dad usually, for 300 metres with one turn, but that it is a different story when it has to follow an average kilometer of track over differing time spans 

· The handler has to realize that the dog has to work up to differing time spans and conditions

· The handler has to take the dog to as many places as possible so he/she can experience different challenges

· The handler has to ensure that the dog has had the opportunity to understand what is wanted in all sorts of different situations before putting a dog into a situation which may destroy it’s confidence

The handler has to set the dog up for success every time
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