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GENERAL POINTS ABOUT TRAINING 

 
Whilst watching videos it is a good idea not only to follow the advice given but also 

to question my actions: why do I move in a particular direction or why do I allow the 

dog to continue walking after giving a ”stop” command? No training or advice can be 

prescriptive. Rather, use the information that's given and shape and mould it into 

something that is better suited to you and your dog. On the videos I occasionally make 

use of a second dog. If, however, you don’t have one then you have to take its place 

when practical.  

 

Many people like structure when commencing training. However, too much 

information/thinking will prevent you from moving and this can put the sheep at risk 

of being bitten. When training your dog the most important things are:  

 

• To watch your dog like a hawk, especially their head turns 

• To keep moving and avoid obstructing the dog and sheep  

• If the dog runs towards the sheep you also move in, if it runs out/wide, 

you do the same 

 

Many of the basic elements are key advanced elements also. By sacrificing or 

rushing one you will affect the other. Your training will progress quicker if you focus 

on your actions more than trying to change your dog; many dogs are already blessed 

with the right skills and attributes. Learning is a two way process so you can learn 

from your dog too. 

 

Sheepdog training is a partnership so the handler must be prepared to do at least half 

of the work during early training. Your dogs will automatically follow/mirror your 

body language. Ensure you move quickly and positively. In the early stages of training 

it is not necessary to speak, i.e. give ‘away’, ‘come-bye’ or ‘lie down’ commands. 

Remember, you are not commanding your dog but teaching it, so tell your dog what 

it does well. To do this you will need to define the commands in your mind before 

you use them. During early stages of training, communicating with your body and 

legs is better than using voice commands.  

 

Training is about achieving each task in turn. Experienced handlers can jump from 

task to task but in the end each task needs to be completed. Beginners on the other 

hand should complete each task in order, (step one first, then two etc.), as they may 

not have the necessary experience to know which task can be temporarily bi-passed. 

Start at the bottom and consolidate each stage slowly. A dog learns in stages and not 

in one go. Progress also comes in stages so be realistic in your expectations.  

 

Sheep Splitting – Sheep can very often split when too much pressure is put on them 

and young dogs can be drawn to the individuals rather than the group. Moving towards 
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the dog as well as objecting with a “hey” command, whilst maintaining a position 

between the two groups of sheep will eventually cause your dog to flank round all of 

them and allow them to join up. This will also help to reduce any gripping 

opportunities.  

 

Dogs and handlers can also learn from mistakes they make. They provide you with 

the opportunity to make corrections. A dog that learns to take corrections will 

understand you better and trust you more. Both handlers and dogs are allowed to make 

mistakes; it is whether or not you both learn from them, which is important. Learn to 

forgive yours and your dog’s mistakes. 

 

CHOOSING THE RIGHT PUP – The Volhard Test 

 

Details of the Volhard test and scoring can be obtained from: 

www.volhard.com/pages/pat.php 
I prefer pups that score mainly 2s and 3s with an average score of 2.5. This is a strong 

type of dog that responds well to firm, consistent, fair handling in adult hands and is 

likely to be loyal once it respects and trusts the handler. It is likely to have an outgoing 

temperament, which may be too strong for both elderly and young handlers.   
 

A dog with an average score of 3 accepts human guidance more readily. This type of 

dog is the best for novice or inexperienced handlers as they can adapt well to new 

situations.  They are biddable but, given time, they can still have enough power and 

strength to tackle most types of sheep.  

 

BASIC OBEDIENCE PART 1 

 

Puppies are known to have adult brain waves from 7 weeks of age. They are receptive 

to informal training and contact from people and a strong bond can be achieved 

through careful and gentle but disciplined handling. Tell the dog what it does well and 

object to the things you don’t like with a simple ‘Hey’ command.  

 

I introduce the recall whistle command at the time of weaning pups at around two to 

three weeks of age. The pups grow up understanding this command from the onset as 

they associate it with something positive.  In all aspects of training where recall is 

required, (e.g. ‘shedding’), this early input can make training so much easier and lead 

to greater success in competitions.   Remember you are not training the dog but 

conditioning it. You are developing a positive association between behaviour and a 

reward. 

 

BASIC OBEDIENCE PART 2 

 

I believe treats/food represent the sheep we will be working with when the dog is old 

enough or keen enough.  Therefore, treats are only used in early stages until training 

http://www.volhard.com/pages/pat.php
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with the sheep begins.  Teaching a dog to be controlled when a treat is thrown away 

is exactly the same as when sheep run away from a dog. In the videos, Mist is shown 

working without a lead because she shows restraint and is happy to wait for the treat 

to come to her. 

 

When teaching basic obedience to dogs, always place them on a lead first. Then either 

throw the treat about a metre away or walk away from the dog with the treat in hand. 

This invokes the chase instinct. As training progresses distances can be increased, as 

well as the time before returning to the dog and giving a treat. Once behaviour is 

established it is better to give treats randomly and not at fixed intervals.  

 

Hands should always be used positively and associated with either stroking the dog 

or giving a treat. By doing this, trust is harnessed in the handler, which in later training 

will lead to greater success. Heavy handedness may cause your dog to avoid you or 

run away from you. This could be costly in later training when you want to shed or 

pen the sheep.  

 

GRIPPING 

 

Giving your dog a break from training and allowing them time to mature may well 

result in your dog gripping less. By working close at hand and reducing the number 

of opportunities it has to grip will also benefit you greatly.  Gripping can cause the 

greatest anger, frustration and disappointment for the handler. By stopping yourself 

from reacting negatively towards your dog you will help alleviate or minimize 

gripping problems.  Focus on what they do well.  

 

As a rule for a strong dog, well or over dogged sheep will be more suitable whilst 

for a weak dog free moving sheep will be better.  

 

WHISTLE 

 

Before introducing whistle commands ensure you have clarity of tone and pitch, as 

well as consistency. When training commences with a young dog, it is also preferable 

that you can at least give a “stop whistle” as this will be less harsh than a voice 

command. Make sure you purchase a quality whistle. 

 

Teaching a dog to counter balance is so much easier when using whistle commands, 

so you have a lot to gain by becoming proficient at using a whistle. 

 

THE ROUND PEN - Pressure on/off technique 

 

Pressure can be used at any stage when you are dissatisfied with your dog’s 

performance. A dog has to learn to take pressure from the handler. This can take weeks 

or months depending on whether you bred the dog or bought it, and of course age and 
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maturity. In any exercise where there are issues of trust or refusal to carry out an 

instruction, pressure release may provide you with a solution. If your dog runs tight 

round the sheep, taking up a position on the line from dog to sheep and moving 

directly towards the dog can result in pushing the dog out further.  Dogs with too 

much eye or sensitive dogs often require greater pressure to keep moving. 

 

 

 

Types of sheep 

 

It is not always possible to have the variety of sheep I use. However, you will get good 

mileage from breeds such as the Hebridean, which even after they have been run for 

a year or more will retain their flighty nature. They are however prone to jumping so 

ensure your fencing is secure and treat them gently. No matter what breed of sheep 

you use, their welfare, as well as your dog’s, is of the utmost importance.  

 

Inside the pen 

 

BALANCING is when your dog accepts its position at the far side of the sheep, 

opposite to you, and brings the sheep towards you no matter where you move.  Start 

by focusing on balancing but remember you will also need to teach your dog to 

counter balance once it starts to flank wide. Often your dog will present you with an 

opportunity to do this when you least expect it. Taking this opportunity will teach 

your dog to trust you more because you have allowed it to run past you and not tried 

to block or stop it. 

 

During training you should be calm and confident and your mind should be blank. 

Learn to observe what your dog is doing and you will automatically learn to react 

quicker. Strive to react by applying pressure within one second of observing a 

problem. I believe training progresses faster when your eyes and legs work in unison, 

without over thinking about the process or consequences that might follow. In other 

words, stay focused and don’t allow any negative thoughts to get in the way.  

 

Whether you use a stick or similar object, remember that it is only there to distract the 

dog. Raise it up when you want your dog to stop, slow down or if it comes in too tight. 

No command is necessary, though an occasional ‘Hey’ will inform it that you object 

to it coming in or being too hard on your sheep. If your dog becomes frightened of 

you this will hinder progress. Drop the stick if necessary.  

 

Avoid running as this can excite the dog but at times you will have to be quick. Dogs 

start when you start and they stop when you stop moving. If you move without a 

command first your dog will automatically move. Even turning on the spot can 

cause your dog to move.  

 



 5 

The idea of following the dog is to supervise it and to give support.  If it is too quick 

and comes up behind you then you can do one of two things: 

 

• Move through the sheep so you end up behind the dog 

• Turn around and move directly towards the dog causing it to change            

direction 

 

Keep each session short, (two to three minutes), then stop. Give a short                                 

break of up to a minute and then start again. Your dog will come to realise that there 

is a pattern or method to how you work and will be more compliant. Five to ten 

minutes per day is enough with dogs under twelve months. For very strong or hard 

dogs more daily sessions are acceptable.  

 

Confidence and Trust 

 

Trust is achieved through providing your dog with the knowledge that you are on their 

side, and working with sheep is a partnership.  By being empathetic and sensitive 

whilst teaching your dog to stop and recall, your dog will be a willing worker and 

more likely to listen to you than defy you. However, highly intelligent or strong-

minded dogs may still defy you until they reach maturity.  

 

Confidence can be given by working close at hand, moving positively with your dog 

and using a short line to help your dog through difficult situations. Avoid both 

repeatedly telling your dog what to do if you observe them to be in crisis and praising 

them at such times, to prevent reinforcing the wrong behaviour.  

 

Teach your dog to move onto sheep in a positive way and also to run between the 

sheep and fence. If they show hesitation, pick the lead up and walk with them a few 

times until they become more confident. 

 

Stopping your dog 

 

The ideal time to stop a dog is when they reach the furthest point from the sheep or 

just past the last sheep. Many dogs will refuse to stop at any other time so it is better 

to give a stop command when they reach this point. When your dog slows down or 

looks at you, move towards it and give a stand/down command, raising your hand at 

the same time to make yourself more visible. You will have to decide on merit whether 

to enforce a stop or to allow the dog to slow down and continue. Often when a dog is 

pacing nicely and not upsetting the sheep it is worthwhile letting it continue so the 

sheep learn to trust the dog. Each time a “stop” command is given a dog may choose 

to slow down rather than stop all together.  Sometimes it is better to allow a slower 

pace than to continually stop the dog for no reason other than control. At trials, judges 

like a dog to stay in contact with the sheep to allow a better flow. If you want a definite 

stop you can always follow up with a second command or make your first command 
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stronger. Some dogs become more forceful and determined if you try to stop them 

because they don’t understand your motives. With a dog such as this you won’t 

achieve a perfect stop early in training. They just need time to mature. 

 

The Triangle 

 

Once the dog has learnt to balance, stop on command and recall away from the sheep, 

it is a good idea to make an equidistant triangle between the sheep, dog and yourself 

before starting again. To begin with, move about three to four metres away from one 

another, increasing the distance gradually as the dog improves. Depending on whether 

the dog keeps good distance or is tight on the sheep will determine whether you follow 

the dog or move in the opposite direction. (As your dog moves in the ‘away’ direction 

you would mirror their movement by moving in the ‘come bye’ direction.) 

 

Using the triangle shape offers your dog structure in the training process and 

establishes trust. As training progresses, it will automatically know where the sheep 

are and the shape of the outrun needed simply by observing your position.  

 

Dog Outside the Pen 

 

Success with your dog working outside the pen will vary depending on whether you 

are inside the pen or outside.  Your dog will be more likely to flank past you (counter 

balance) with you on the inside of the pen. Trust will have to be gained? before your 

dog is willing to run past you whilst you are on the outside of the pen, particularly if 

you are facing your dog and giving full eye contact.  A dog that turns and runs away 

from you when you move towards it or look at it either does not trust you or has a 

strong balancing instinct. You may need to place it on a long line, (only relevant when 

handler and dog are on the outside), to stop it running away from you, and then 

persuade it to run past you, by pulling the lead gently towards you. 

 

Handler inside the pen – Dog outside 

 

Your dog will be more likely to flank all the way round the sheep, as long as you keep 

off the line from dog to sheep. Also if you are too close to the fence this may prevent 

it from continuing a flank.  

 

A dog that fails to continue its flanks around the pen might also require you to move 

closer to the fence, to give encouragement and either use a body turn to achieve a 

flank or give a recall command, followed by a flank command once it begins to move. 

You can read about ‘The Concept of Opposites’ in my book. (See Reverse Square 

Flank Chapter) 

 

Handler and dog outside the pen 
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If your dog stops short on its outrun, changing the point of balance by adjusting your 

position will help to alleviate this problem. For example, if your dog stops short on 

the ‘Away’ outrun then move further to your right to push the dog further to its right, 

and vice versa.  

 

To prepare your dog for working out in the open field you should also mirror your 

dog’s flanks. Start as your dog starts and if it does a ‘Come bye’ move in the 

corresponding ‘Away’ direction. Remember that as the dog runs towards you a body 

turn towards the pen will encourage your dog to run between you and the fence, so 

always turn away from the pen. 

 

Reverse Square Flank 

 

The advice given in the Handler Inside and Outside the Pen section is directly 

related to achieving a reverse square flank. Essentially, this exercise is about teaching 

your dog to counter balance past you. Perfect this exercise and it will greatly improve 

your dog’s flanks on the fetch and drive, as well as facilitate shedding. Many young 

dogs will automatically flank past you, by allowing this and moving in the opposite 

direction you will teach the dog to trust you more and more advanced exercises will 

be easier to teach. In some situations it might be easier to move through the sheep in 

order to make more space for your dog to run freely past you. As you work with bigger 

distances, moving in the opposite direction is better as your dog will be able to see 

you all the way round, thereby preventing it from cutting in.  

 

If your dog won’t flank past you, stop him and call him using, ‘That’ll do.’ As he 

comes towards you give the appropriate flank command, ensuring you move in the 

opposite direction to him quickly. You may also stand still or avoid full eye contact 

with him to appear less threatening. It is a matter of trial and error before you become 

proficient at getting the timing right. Your body turns will give a clue to the dog as to 

which direction you want him to run in. Remember, if you give a ‘Come bye’ 

command for example, and your dog runs the opposite way, you must stop it instantly 

to prevent it making a mistake. This advice applies whether your dog is inside or 

outside the training pen. 

 

 

TRAINING IN AN OPEN FIELD 

 

Once you have provided your dog with structure, the transition to working them 

outside the pen in an open field will be far smoother and more fruitful.  Increase the 

distance gradually, providing your dog flanks well without cutting in. This is a good 

time to focus on allowing your dog to fetch the sheep to you. Your dog will move far 

straighter and more directly if it has plenty of room from the sheep.  A dog that works 

too close to the sheep can have a tendency to zigzag and put too much pressure on the 

sheep. The handler must also ensure that their movement is fluent and allow the sheep 
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plenty of room to move into.  Often, if a dog is allowed to walk onto the sheep without 

command, it will pace naturally and with more control. Ending with this exercise can 

help to unwind a dog and enable you to finish a session on a good note. Once a good 

pace is achieved the handler can walk forwards away from the sheep, rather than 

walking backwards, and this will result in a better flow.  Remember, to achieve a 

straight fetch, you will have to achieve good distance from the sheep and stop any 

unwanted flanking. 

 

 

EXTENDING THE OUTRUN 

 

Often, mistakes start at the very onset of the outrun exercise. Stop your dog instantly 

and restart it to lead to a better cast on the outrun. Whenever your dog is stopped make 

them wait a while before redirecting them so they have a moment to consider their 

options. 

 

If you are certain your dog will make a mistake, it may be better for you to adopt a 

position slightly ahead of your dog in the triangle, so you can intervene quickly. Your 

position may also dissuade them from cutting in. 

 

Be careful not to extend the outrun too much if you cannot stop your dog at the end 

of it or if you cannot achieve a satisfactory cast in the first place. 

 

If your dog cuts in on the outrun, stop it at the point it comes in, adjust your 

position either further across to widen the triangle, or in front or both. Give the 

“look” command before redirecting it.  Alternatively, give it repeat stop 

commands until it looks like casting wide, then redirect. Calling your dog back 

all the way, to restart an outrun, should only be done as a last resort as this 

does not teach it as much as being corrected from the point where the mistake 

first occurred.  

 

FLOCK WORK 

 

The large flock will enable a better flank. Your dog will also learn to balance and 

pace better and be more cautious on the lift.  

 

Teaching a dog to understand and gather a large flock of sheep, scattered on an open 

field, is very different to working a few sheep that are tightly flocked together. Some 

dogs can stop or come in as soon as they reach the first few sheep and need persuading 

to carry on flanking until all the sheep are covered. Dogs that are used to flanking 

wide and hearing whistles on the move will fair better. Be patient and don’t expect 

your dog to cover all the sheep instantly.  Working with a larger flock can take time 

and once confidence grows, so will many aspects of work. 
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Occasionally, allow your dog to lift the sheep without stopping them, so they can 
learn to apply the correct pressure needed to affect a good lift.  
 
 
 

 


