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3 Critical Skills for Every Day and Every Dog 
Look at me, Leave it, and Touch it 
If I were to think about the three skills that I find most useful for my dogs to have, the ones I teach right off when first 
working with a new dog, and even what I use when I’m on visits with my certified therapy dog, these would be the three!   

Teaching your dog to look at you when you ask not only allows you to connect with your dog in a positive way, it also is a 
terrific tool for getting control of your dog quickly without the use of punishment (it’s tough for a dog to be lunging, barking, 
staring, etc. AND looking at you at the same time!).   

Teaching your dog to touch objects on request is an incredibly useful tool for introducing your dog to new experience and 
objects, and creates a dog that is excited about exploring and interacting with his or her world. 

Teaching your dog to leave it not only keeps him or her from picking up yucky things like poop and dead frogs, but it also 
just might keep your dog safe—not ingesting something harmful (like a pill on the floor of a healthcare facility) or ignoring a 
dog or person who doesn’t want to be bothered (and may not like your dog!). 
 

LOOK AT ME! 

This behavior has many positive aspects: strengthens the bond with your dog, allows you to better read how your dog is 
reacting to training or a situation, and is very useful for refocusing your dog back on YOU! 

WHAT: Asking your dog to look at your face when you ask. 

WHY:  
 Bonding with your dog and building trust. 

 Getting your dog to focus on you (no training can happen without your dog paying attention). 

 Refocusing your dog when s/he is distracted, or to redirect him/her from in behavior you’d prefer s/he not do (barking, 
lunging, fixating, etc.). 

HOW: 1. Give the cue (i.e. “look), 2. wait for your dog to look at your face, 3. mark1 the instant s/he looks at your face, 4. 
reward. (This is our 4-step process to teaching new behaviors!) 

NOTES and TIPS: 
 Ask for eye contact on  but also be observant of times your dog is looking at you and praise that as well. 

 Give the cue and wait for response. Most dogs will look at your face simply because they are curious and don’t know 
what else to do.  If you continue to mark when s/he does so, s/he will make the connection to do so when you ask.   

 Be careful NOT to mark when your dog is looking at your pockets, hands, treat bag, etc.  Wait for the face! 

 If your dog doesn’t look at your face, make a little noise with your mouth to get him/her to look at you, or lure him/her to 
look up to your face with a treat in your hand, moving your hand slowly to your face.   

 Start in a quiet distraction-free space.  When your dog gets good at looking at you, do it on walks, in more distracting 
environments, and when s/he’s focused on something else. 

 

                                                                 
1 In our classes and workshops, we use marker training to help the dog understand what we are asking him or her to do when we give a cue. If you 
aren’t using marker training, you can achieve the same result by praising your dog verbally right away when he or she performs the behavior you 
want, and then following with a food treat. 
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 TOUCH IT 

If a dog shows initial apprehension about an object, asking him or her to explore it can overcome/prevent fear from building.  
Having a  that asks your dog to explore can become a powerful tool when socializing your dog to new experiences. The 
more your dog does it, the better he gets—and learns the world is a really fun and safe place to check out!  The beauty of 
this tool is that it not only provides a productive way to deal with a particular object or experience (such as an umbrella, a 
vacuum, etc.) but it also builds your dog’s confidence over time! 

WHAT: Asking your dog to touch your finger with his/her nose and then transfer this skill to touching other objects. It first 
starts with touching your finger reliably, then touching FUN things (things your dog would want to touch on its own), 
and then touching things that your dog is worried about (go slow—move to each step only after your dog has 
practice and is good at each step). 

WHY:  Dogs understand our world by interacting with it, by sniffing, licking, and nosing all the neat new things the world has 
to offer. If a dog shows apprehension about an object or new experience, asking him/her to explore it can 
overcome/prevent fear from building. Thus, having a  that asks your dog to explore can become a powerful tool 
when socializing to new experiences. The more your dog does it, the better s/he gets—and learns the world is a 
really fun and safe place to explore! Many dogs (especially puppies) are curious by nature and exploring is not 
much of a stretch (even if it was a little scary at first)—use this to your advantage! 

HOW: Give the  (i.e. “touch”) while positioning your finger slightly below and about 6 inches from your dog’s nose, wait for 
him/her to touch her nose to your finger, mark2 the instant s/he does so, then reward.  When your dog is easily and 
readily touching your finger, then touch your finger to an object, give the  (“touch”), wait for your dog to follow your 
finger with his or her nose to touch the object, mark as soon as s/he does so, and then reward. 

When you are doing this exercise, you are: 

1. Carefully observing your dog’s body language as s/he encounters an object; 

2. Assessing how your dog is feeling about the object: curious, engaged, worried, unsure, fearful, etc.; and 

3. Asking your dog to touch the object, marking and rewarding, when s/he does. 

NOTES and TIPS: IMPORTANT! 
 Be careful using this technique—if there is any chance of pain, injury, or a fright, do not use the touch technique (you 

will teach your dog not to trust the approach, and possibility not trust you). For example, if you walk across a rug to ask 
your dog to touch something and he gets an electric shock from your finger, he may think “I’m not doing that touch thing 
again!” Likewise, never ask your dog to touch other dogs or people for the same reason—you may not be able to 
assure a positive outcome. 

 Build a strong response to the cue  before using it on items your dog is unsure of—use it on fun and pleasant things for 
a while; this gains trust and strengthens the technique before you try to apply it to something your dog may find 
concerning. Make it a fun game—touch this, touch that, get treats and praise!  

 Even as you use the tool on things your dog may be worried about or afraid of, continue to always play the touch it 
game on fun stuff too! This is important so your dog doesn’t start to associate “touch” with ONLY worrisome things. 

 Your dog may be too afraid to touch in one session and that’s okay.  It may take several sessions. In these cases, mark 
and reward any step your dog takes toward the object and any time s/he looks at it or relaxes his/her body near it. 

                                                                 
2 In our classes and workshops, we use marker training to help the dog understand what we are asking him or her to do when we give a cue. If you 
aren’t using marker training, you can achieve the same result by praising your dog verbally right away when he or she performs the behavior you 
want, and then following with a food treat. 
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 Learn more:  

o Read my article, “Understanding and Handling Your Dog’s Fear—and Building Confidence in Any Dog” (in the 
library at www.goldstardog.com) 

o Watch this 5-minute video (copy and paste this link in your browser or search YouTube for “Zoom Room Guide to 
Dog Body Language”) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=00_9JPltXHI 
 

  LEAVE IT 

Teaching your dog to leave something nasty or harmful can keep him safe!   

WHAT: Teaching your dog to leave something nasty or harmful (e.g., a dead frog, a piece of chocolate, etc.); or to turn 
away from something you don’t want him/her to engage with (e.g., another dog, a person, etc.) 

WHY: A practical, positive way (instead of yelling “No!”) to ask your dog to leave things alone that you prefer s/he not pick 
up or sniff (I use this one A LOT when I’m out and about with my dogs and when I’m doing therapy dog work!). Not 
only can this help you avoid having to retrieve yucky stuff from your dog’s mouth, it can keep your dog safe. 

HOW: There are several stages to teaching your dog this behavior. At each stage, you are using our 4-step training 
process: 1. give the cue (“leave it”), 2. wait for the second your dog’s nose moves away, 3. mark,3 4. reward. Here 
are the stages: 
1. Teach your dog to leave a treat held in your own hands (first from one hand, then from the other hand). 

Have treats in both hands. One hand goes behind your back, the other you present to your dog (closed fist with 
food in it). When your dog starts to lick/sniff/chew your fist, ask him/her to “leave it”, wait for dog’s nose to move 
off your hand, mark, then reward him/her from the hand that’s behind your back. Repeat until s/he starts to look 
for the reward hand (the one behind your back). THEN, switch hands and repeat the exercise. When your dog is 
reliably and easily leaving food from both your hands, move to the next stage. 

2. Teach your dog to leave a treat from someone else’s hand. 

Have a helper with treats in a fist. The helper presents his/her fist to the dog to smell. When your dog starts to 
lick/sniff/chew your helper’s fist, ask him/her to “leave it”, wait for the dog’s nose to move off of the helper’s hand, 
mark, and then YOU reward. When your dog is reliably turning away from the helper’s hand, go to the next stage. 

3. Leaving food treats (or other desirable objects) from the ground and when walking by. 

Place food, or any desirable object, on the floor or a surface level to your dog’s face. Walk by the object and as 
your dog notices it, ask him/her to leave it, if when s/he turns away, mark and reward. Be careful not to let your 
dog swoop in and grab the food or item (so you will need to use a leash to keep your dog from doing so or have a 
helper cover the treat/object so your dog can’t get it); if you say “leave it” and he snatches it, all you’ve taught is 
the game of “I’m faster and I can get it!” Start several feet away from the object (being right on top of it will be too 
difficult for your dog and increases the chances s/he will grab it!) at first, and then practice being closer to the 
object before you ask him/her to leave it. 

NOTES and TIPS: 
 It is critical to mark the SECOND your dog’s nose or muzzle “disconnects” from, loses contact with, or moves away from 

the leave it target. Even if your dog moved away by accident (just happened to reposition) or unintentionally (got 

                                                                 
3 In our classes and workshops, we use marker training to help the dog understand what we are asking him or her to do when we give a cue. If you 
aren’t using marker training, you can achieve the same result by praising your dog verbally right away when he or she performs the behavior you 
want, and then following with a food treat. 
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distracted and looked at something else), MARK! If you do so consistently and with the correct timing, you will witness 
the power of marker training—the moment your dog makes the connection about what you are asking him/her to do, 
when s/he INTENTIONALLY pull his/her nose or muzzle away. 

 Wait for it!! Give the cue once and WAIT…resist the urge to repeat the cue, especially louder or punitively!  

 Never give use the leave it object as the reward (leave it and then saying “okay” and letting your dog have it). Chances 
are very good that the types of things you are asking your dog to leave will never be things you’ll want him to have 
(dead frogs, aggressive dogs, weird people…). 

 Even though we went through all fours stages described above in class, this was to show you how to complete the 
entire process. As you practice, go stage-by-stage, making sure your dog fully understands and can easily execute 
each stage several times BEFORE going to the next one. 

 It can be easy to use this this punitively—yelling or barking “leave it” at your dog. Use a joyful, or at least neutral, tone. 
This is not a punishment but a happy request that ends with a treat from you! In fact, you can make it a fun game on 
your walks by occasionally chirping “leave it” when your dog is sniffing something.  

 When you are using leave it in the real world—remember that your dog must have lots of practice leaving things that 
are not really high value (very very tempting) before you ask for a leave it on something that’s REALLY difficult to leave 
(and that will be different for every dog—what would be the holy grail of leave its for YOUR dog?) 

 Do not tug your dog away or use the leash to pull the dog away—s/he must turn away on her/his own. 

 


