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Something I have been thinking about lately is why there are so
many dogs washed out of police dog classes after extensive selection
testing is completed. As a vendor of police dogs, my company, Tarheel
Canine Training, Inc. does occasionally have green dogs returned
to us from police dog classes for various reasons. Drive and nerve

issues are usually identified in the selection test, but when a dog
passes all that and then fails out in the first few weeks of the
class, there is usually something going awry in the training
program. In my experience a lot of the problem goes to a
failure of the testing and training to understand canine
social status and how it plays out in training. On some
occasions, the dog turns out to be “too much dog”
for the handler, i.e. the dog is too dominant to
control. While the dog may be very strong
for the street, the dog is also too dominant
or impulsive (just does what he wants) for
the handler (or you could say the handler
is not strong enough temperament wise for
the dog). I can't tell you how many times I am
asked to provide a super tough dog and invariably
that will be the one that comes back. I worked, trained and
titled a number of very strong dogs in my career, competing dogs first in IPO and
then in PSA, a surprise scenario K9 sport of obedience and controlled aggression (www.
psak9.org). I owned and trained a dog from Holland named Ricardo v. Natuurzicht PH1
PSA 3. Before he came to me at 4 years old after competing in the 1999 Dutch KNPV
Nationals, he put 3 handlers in the hospital, and one on permanent disability. I handled him
for the next 8 years, showing mainly in PSA, using him in police dog seminars, and earning
a PSA 3 title as winning the 2003 PSA 3 National Championship. He was a tough dog. The
bottom line is this: if you ask me for a tough dog, you are going to get one, because I know
what they are. He was tough, powerful and dominant. One thing I have noticed about strong
dogs (ones that are mature - very important to note I say mature) is that the vast majority of
them have a measure of dominance. It is like arrogance in a star athlete. Most star athletes
own their sport, and when your dog owns his work, he is a little self centered (dominant if
you will allow the analogy). It was with this dog that I perfected my techniques for working
with handler dominant and handler aggressive dogs.

The problem is this: the training methodology for dealing with dominant dogs in the
police world is to fight dominance with dominance. You will hear a lot of things like, “that dog
needs to be shown who is boss.” The problem with this approach is that once you go there with the

intent to establish rank on the dog by using physical punishment or force, if the dog doesn’t back

off immediately, you are likely to be in for a sometimes serious physical altercation that you better be
ready to take to the end and win. Too many times, when this all blows up, the handler is not prepared
to carry through with showing the dog who is boss, and it is the handler who punks first, not the dog.
Fighting with a determined and mature dog who himself has won a lot of fights is no joke. Personally, I
prefer not to go toe to toe with a dog if I don’t have to. I prefer to deal with dominance issues differently.
I prefer to out think the dominance rather than out muscle it. The next article will delve in depth into
how to manage dominant dogs in your K9 unit.

In the 9 or so years I owned Ricardo (100lbs working weight) we never had a physical fight (thank
god) - so I know a little something about working a hard, dominant and tough dog — whereas his previous
handlers didn’t seem to be able to keep out of them and thus ended up in the hospital as he was passed
around.

I owned another dominant dog more recently, named Freddy. He was sold initially to a police agency.
He was trained through a 16 week explosives school and certified with high praise from the school’s
instructors. Then, when they took him through patrol school, he reacted negatively to the compulsive
approach and started actively resisting the punishment-based training methods by coming up the leash
and trying to bite the handler. The handler was told to “show him who was boss.”

After a few weeks, a recall (call off) was attempted where the dog was sent to a decoy, and as he ran
out, he hit the end of the line on a pinch collar. Freddy came back alright, but took out his aggression on
the handler. He knew who tried to yank his head off. After the trainers had to pry him off the handler, and
many stitches later, the handler was terrified of the dog and the department asked me to take him back.



The handler wasn't any longer going to try to show him who was boss.
This was the first certified dog I had returned to me in replacement for
a green dog in 20 years. After I got him back, he came up the line on me
a few times, but we eventually developed a relationship where I could
do anything to him, without resistance directed toward me. To achieve
this T never “put him in his place,” or “showed him who is boss” by
physically punishing his dominance. I did however put him in his place
with behavioral sleight of hand. I had to rebuild trust. Initially I couldn’t
use physical pressure or correction because that was a trigger for handler
aggression that was trained into him by the poor choices of method at
the training academy. Instead I provided rewards and withheld rewards.
It was a long process to undo what had been done, but eventually I was
able to rebuild trust and mutual respect with this powerful dog, and
eventually I was able to work with him on a pinch collar again and an
e-collar, and use thoughtful, proper applications of correction without
resistance, and of course good training to set up success so he could get
rewarded, a lot. I had Freddy for 5 more years until he passed away, and
he never bit me. I trained him and titled him in PSA to a PDC and used
him often in police K9 seminars to train decoys. I used my brain and
technique to show him who was boss.

The other category of Police K9 class washouts is when we have
dogs returned because the dog is too handler soft for the training
method. A young dog that is very drivey and has good environmental
nerve might also be a little handler soft. This is often a corollary of age
and general immaturity. After all, we are accepting dogs into training
carlier and earlier because of the worldwide demand for dogs. Dogs can
be precocious in drive and nerve, but socially (pack order wise) they
will be a little underdeveloped to deal with a strong personality like that
of a cop. This dog needs to be built up in social dominance, the exact
opposite of the dominant dog. Instead, however, what normally happens
is that if the training method is one that is compulsive in nature, which
is centered on a lot of punishment (e.g. correction), the pressure is too
much for the more handler soft dog. Handler soft dogs want to be in
line, and when we apply punishment too quickly in the teaching of new
concepts, the softer dog just wants to be correct and avoid conflict with
the handler. This often results in what we call safety seeking behavior
or taken too far, a complete shutdown. This is often interpreted as
the dog being weak, but that isn’t always the case. Nothing makes me
angrier than an ignorant trainer, who does not understand the interplay
between a dog’s nerves and his drives, tell me that it’s the dog’s fault for
“shutting down” when in reality the cookie-cutter training shut him
down. The trainer who just repeats what he was taught 20 years ago
without learning anything new will never see that this dog needs more
motivation to get him through his adolescence and less compulsion.
If he is given that confidence building, the dog will probably be as
tough as the 18 month old dog next to him in class when he gets to
18 months old. If we just ignore the behavioral realities, we throw the
baby out with the bath water and a good dog is lost to the agency. Well,
not lost, because when they come back, we alter the training and the
dog generally ends up on the street after some remediation, confidence
building, and a change in training method.

Trainers in general need to expand their understanding of working
younger dogs, as the future is in younger dogs. The successful trainers
of the future will not be the ones who can test and reject 40 dogs at
the vendor’s kennel because they are looking for perfection, but those
that have the talent to recognize how to mold something remarkable
out of the more raw materials of younger adolescent dogs. This is what
happened in Europe before the 18 month old used to come over. We
never saw the confidence building of the young adolescent dog because




it happened before he came to America. But the days of every dog
going into class being titled or a minimum of 18 — 24 months old
are past. Demand draws out more and more 10 month old dogs who
are high drive and environmentally comfortable. Trainers can never
forget that these dogs are not adults, and how they react to their
handlers is more or less the way a puppy will react. You may be able
to pressure them in bite work like crazy when they are in drive, but
their handler can hurt their feelings easily.

During the early weeks of a K9 school, when using a relatively
compulsive obedience regimen, the dog will likely react in the extreme
of his present social state (dominant or relatively submissive) as you
work him. What I mean by this, is that if the dog tends dominant,
compulsive obedience will draw out more of that behavior as the
dog reacts to the force. Conversely, in a softer dog, the dog will tend
to seek safety and show extreme deference as he is punished. Most
schools T know of (except my own) start training a green police dog
candidate with obedience in their classes to establish “pack order”
and to establish behavioral control over the green dogs. This is a left
over habit from when in the early 1980s most of the dogs coming
over were 18 months to 2 years old, often titled dogs, which were
mentally mature. The compulsive methods are left overs as well from
that time. If the method is generally compulsive, the relationship
with the handler is defined by the handler trying to impose his will
(dominance) on the dog. I suggest that if you do drive work first in
the weeks when you are bonding (hunting, tracking, bite building
without compulsion)
relationship. Leave obedience for later when you have a defined
relationship with the dog and his confidence has come up. Let him
associate you with expressing his drives. This will help build the

the dog and you will have an even better

softer dogs, as their activities lead to more and more wins and thus
confidence and independence, and it will help you relate better and
establish a bond with the stronger more dominant dog without
getting into a battle of wills before you know one another. Obedience
by its nature sets up that conflict when done compulsively. See my
article,” The Power of Reward: Obedience,” Police K9 Magazine,
March/April 2009 for an alternative approach.
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I think it is important that in choosing an academy where the
trainers will train the dogs along with the handler, and the potential
is there for a dog to washout (costing the department and vendor

time and money to have to start from scratch with a new dog)
that the agency understand the methodology of the trainers and
if that methodology hasnt evolved with the realities of training
younger dogs, and using proper motivation and thoughtfully applied
compulsion, perhaps it will serve the agency to save time and money
by finding another academy to attend that understands these issues
addressed in this article. In the next article we will discuss how to
deal with a dominant dog, and understand the behavioral methods
used in training these dogs in order to avoid conflict, and the
resultant handler aggression which can cause down time for the team,
workman compensation claims, and worse the loss of confidence in
deploying the handler-reactive dog in a serious high-risk scenario,
which could cause the handler and dog to be compromised.

Jerry Bradshaw is Training Director & President of Tarheel Canine Training,
Inc. in Sanford, North Carolina. Jerry has been training dogs for competitive protec-
tion sports since 1991, and has competed in National Championship trials in both
Schutzhund and PSA, winning the PSA National Championships in 2003 with his dog
Ricardo v.d. Natuurzicht PSA 3. Jerry has trained many Belgian Malinois to the highest
titles in the sports in which he competed including Arrow of Tigerpaws , SchH 3, BH;
Ben von Lowenfels, SchH 2, BH; Rocky de la Maison Des Lions PSA 3; and Ricardo
v.d. Natuurzicht PH 1, PSA 3.

Tarheel Canine Training Inc. is a nationally renowned training facility for police
service dogs, and has placed trained police dogs at federal, state and local law
enforcement agencies nationally and internationally since 1993. Jerry is often a
featured speaker at national police K9 conferences, and travels extensively giving
seminars to police departments, the US Military, and sport trainers across the United
States. Jerry has written a book, Controlled Aggression, which is rapidly becoming
the standard text for understanding the fundamentals of canine aggression training for
police service, personal protection, and competitive dog sports. Jerry also maintains a
free blog at www.tarheelcanine.com.

Many of the training concepts mentioned in this article are covered in depth in
published articles available on the Tarheel Canine website at
www.tarheelcanine.com/media-area/training-articles/

Please feel free to make your handlers, trainers, and training groups aware of

this resource.



