First Introduction To Stock
Young novice dogs are a little different than older novice dogs on stock. I am going to start with what one does with a true puppy and then go into what one might do differently with an older dog. The major difference is that pups do not have the physical or mental development they will have later, and so certain precautions are needed. 

To start, you do not need the sheep. Your pup needs to know it's name, to sit, down, come when called and to walk on a lead. You can teach an 8 week old pup these things. I do it using "semi-moist" dog food as the "cookies" (they are very tiny, making them more or less "token", fit easily in one's pocket, are balanced dog food - more or less - and the dogs love it). If you feed your dog other than dry dog food, the cookies may have to be somewhat more enticing. I don't use force in any way to teach a pup, but before they go to stock they do need to have encountered the rule of "when I say so, you must do so". You introduce this after you are certain the pup knows what you are asking it to do. So far, this is "plain vanilla" obedience, but herding is not just instinct. It is working FOR you, and that requires being able to take directions. Once you have your pup reasonably trained to do as you ask, you can consider taking it to stock. 

I'm sure someone will ask if you can do it earlier - yes, IF you have a trained skilled dog that is willing to let the pups follow it and cover for them - usually the mother of the pups. In that case, you may not need this book. Selecting the stock is important. You want stock that are not going to give your pup any grief - this means nothing that will be too fast for your pup, nothing that will be too hard for your pup to move. Do not err on the side of thinking your pup is superdog. You can always increase the slowness or reluctance to move on the sheep but a bad experience can not be undone. I usually use dogged lambs or my "knee capper" sheep for this - sheep that will group very strongly and won't give any guff to the pup and won't freak if a little wool is pulled - I do prefer a sheep with some wool. You also want a controlled environment. I use a round pen or a small "take pen" about 24 x 26 feet in size. You want to be able to get to any part of the pen in about one or two steps. I usually use 3 to 6 head of sheep. 

Going to see the sheep entails walking on a lead, since I believe it's a "whole package". The pup should approximate a heel position and not fight the leash. You want the pup to sit when you stop, and to sit when you open gates (this is important later in trials or working). You want to use a command for the dog to enter, as in the future, you may need to tell a dog to go through a gate without you. I use the term "walk through" (this has proven to have some beneficial advantages in agility tunnels). The dog should sit for you to close the gate, even when you enter the pen with the sheep. If the pup doesn't, calmly work on THAT portion of the training and don't worry about the sheep. 

If your pup has done well so you can close the pen for the sheep, you can elect to either remove the lead or have a light line for the pup to drag. The purpose of the line is so you can grab the pup if needed, so it entirely depends on your feeling on how easily you will be able to do this - assuming the stock have decided to go nuts after all and your pup is zooming about. For little pups, I generally take the line off, since they can trip over it too easily. For pups 4 months and older I usually leave the line on. 

The idea is NOT to have a riot, but to see if your pup has "instinct". The work you want to see is the same as the standard "HIC" tests. 

On the sheep. Presuming you have selected the correct stock for your pup, you do not want to have a bunch of racing around, biting and splitting. You should have your pup sit at the gate while you close it and sit long enough for you to take off the lead and step to the sheep (keep in mind we are using a small pen - about 26 x 26 - so you need only take one or two steps). If your pup doesn't sit long enough for you to do this, catch it, put a light long line on, and repeat the sit part. You only step away from the pup and go to sheep when the pup sits for at least long enough for you to step to the sheep and say the release word (I use "OK"). This is important later - many dogs NQ in trials because they bolt after stock before the handler is ready and in ranch work, you want the dog to wait long enough for you to give directions as to what it is to do. As we progress, the pup will be asked to wait while you go farther and farther from it. 

Once your pup will sit long enough for you to get TO the sheep, what then? If your pup is eager, you can step to the head of the sheep and see if the pup takes the initiative. If it does, sniffing or approaching the stock, this is good. You make encouraging noises and step back a bit so that the sheep have somewhere to go. If the pup is waiting on you, then you "play the dog" - walking BEHIND the sheep and moving them as if you were driving them. Most puppies are highly imitative, and the pup's desire to be with the pack and to follow you will help to encourage the pup to come with you rather than be left behind. If it moves towards you and the sheep, again, make encouraging noises and let your pup know it is doing what you want. As the pup gains a bit of confidence, it may pull wool (this is why a wool breed sheep is preferable for introductions) - as long as the pup is NOT doing a "rat-killing" shake, ignore wool pulling or even biting at this point. IF the stock are not moving readily at the pup's approach, your stock are too non reactive and you need to put in stock that are more easily intimidated. If they are racing about in total panic, you need to do the opposite - put in calmer, more non reactive stock. If they are moving easily or even bouncing about a bit but controlled, you have it "just right". Do not expect the pup to do things perfect, but you should be able to keep the stock moving (keep walking backward to give the sheep a place to go) and are ready to try the next step.

Step to the side and using a light crook (pvc, bamboo or a buggy whip with no lash all work well) try to block or push the pup into changing direction away from you. Some pups get a bit oblivious so you may need to hit the ground just hard enough to spray a bit of dirt in their face or hold the crook out just enough to physically check them. Do NOT threaten the pup. Some are very responsive to a crook and will change direction if the crook is just "out there". Either is fine, but you must get the pup to change direction when you ask. This is harder than it sounds and it is where having experience can help. If you aren't certain you can do this, have an experienced trainer show you or do it the first time for you. 

A pup that has "turned on" will change direction and still try to control the stock. At this point they are not trying to bring you the stock especially- they are trying out their ability to boss the stock and the stock is coming to you because they know you are the "safety zone". The fetch part of herding instinct seems to kick in just a bit later than the bunch them up and boss them instinct. By having the stock help you in this department, you are giving your pup a "leg up" in developing its instinct. Go up and down using the fence to help you if you need (in a small pen, one or two steps is all you are going to do anyhow), then put the stock in a corner and get the pup to halt. This can be hard, but with the stock BEHIND you in the corner, you can block access to the stock and grab the pup if needed (stubborn pups will be dragging a light line). If they haven't stopped of their own accord, stop them yourself using the line, and try to get them to first sit and then come to you (and yes, sometimes they need help on both parts). Then you want to heel the pup out of the arena, sitting and stopping at the gate again. DO NOT OVERDO a pup. 5 minutes is PLENTY. Have a cookie to reward the call off - you will be resuming work at a later point so that the pup learns that coming when called is not the end of the world. 

For some time, you will be practicing just this part, coming to the sheep calmly, working them just a bit without worrying too much about any mistakes - just letting the puppy boss the stock - and calling off and leaving calmly. 

© 2005 Peggy Richter. All rights reserved. No reproduction of this article is permitted without permission of the author.

