Focus on the Standard

Duck season is here and you are itching to take your latest prodigy to the blind. If your dog is young and still gaining experience there are few things you should consider to prevent problems and still have a great day in the field. For the newsletter I'll just cover one issue, we'll discuss the rest at the meeting.
Breaking / Creeping

If you haven't said these things you've probably heard them: "I haven't steadied him yet so I just let him break." or "If it's a cripple, he's more likely to get it if he breaks." 
Well it's opening day. He breaks on the fall of the duck just about the time it splashes in the water. The next day he figures out when those guns go off, he needs to get out there. Before long he's diving in when anybody stands up or blows a call. (You could make the same analogy with creeping which is just another manifestation of the same concept that sometimes leads to breaking. Either of these, if overlooked, will get out of control.) Nothing good comes from this. It simply isn't safe and starts bad habits.
If he's not reliably steady in training, he isn't going to be in the field. That doesn't mean he has stay home. Take the started dog to the field once they have been introduced to gun fire and they can complete simple retrieves; just bring a leash. 
Tie him off to a spot where he'll have a good view of the falls and where he won't flair ducks. It is also very important to put him even with or behind the gun. Don't put him in the bottom of a pit or inside the blind where he can't see. Find a tree if you are going to the woods or bring your own stake. 

Lastly, take your time after a bird is down; don't just unsnap the leash and let Hairball fly out as soon as the tension is released. Take him by the collar, unsnap the leash, make sure he's lined up on the bird, and wait for him to settle down prior to releasing him. If you are consistent, he'll get the idea pretty quick.

Given the right circumstances even the some of best dogs will give into the temptation to break. Try looking at it this way. You're driving a car on a late evening without any traffic in sight. On your right a stop sign appears, you've got a couple options and a decision to make. Now let me change the conditions by simply putting a police car in a parking lot nearby. Stopping at the sign is far less optional because of the consequences. That's the message you have to communicate to your four-legged friend; steadiness isn't optional.
Reinforce the steadiness by using the verbal commands prior to pulling the trigger. Add in a tap of a stick, a nick, or a hand slap on his hindquarters and you remind him of the consequences. A simple ounce of prevention can go a long way.

