
STEP by STEP free shaping plan 

ALWAYS use your start cue for free shaping at the start of each session/round as well as the 
“I’m not playing anymore” type cue at the end so that the dog knows WHEN it should randomly 
offer behaviors and more importantly, when it should NOT offer random behaviors.  There will 
be confusion on the dog’s part about that until he learns the start/end cues. Just be sure NOT 

to reward randomly offered behaviors outside of a session, no matter HOW cute it is!!  

   Start with 3 rounds/sessions of 101 things to do with an object. Each session have a 
different object that the dog can offer different behaviors with, like a box, a cone, 
and a hoola hoop and/or large ball. The goal is to get the dog to offer new behaviors 
so don’t click the same behavior more than 2x in a row (ideally only once). But 
repeated behaviors can be clicked as long as it’s not what the dog just did.  

   

Now that the dog is offering some behaviors, you can start free shaping with a goal. Each 
session you set up should work on a foundational concept found on the next couple of 
pages. Your goal can be: to get the dog to do the foundation behavior, to strengthen the 
likelihood of that behavior, to put it on cue, or to strengthen the understanding of the cue. In 
that order.  
 
Be sure to mix up the concepts you work on rather than just picking one and working it all 
the way through to fluency. Otherwise it will be hard to get the dog to offer a different 
behavior when you want to work on something else. It’s fine to do a few similar sessions in a 
row, but not too many. Use different props for each session to help the dog understand the 
concept. The more ways you can think of for them to do the same concept, the better the 
dog will understand it and the more ways you can use the cue when you eventually name it. 
Work in different locations to help generalize the behaviors. When it is strong and on cue, 
then add ‘ignoring distractions’ (and greater distance if applicable).  
 

 

I recommend writing the cue you want to use next to each line and make sure the cues for 
different things don’t sound similar to each other or the dog’s name.  

 

First concepts on the next page: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



First concepts to work on: 

 

 

 

 

      Engagement/eye contact-While I hold treats/toy, treats/toy on ground, 

treats/toy being dropped/thrown, other distractions 
      Target/touch with nose- container lid, post-it note on various surfaces, 

target stick, hand, your foot, any object 
      Target/touch with foot- any object on the ground, any object that is 

vertical, raised objects 
      Target/touch with body (more advanced)- Any vertical object or 

surface (start with your open hand). Can be a shoulder target or ribcage 

target or hip target 
      Push with nose- your hand, your foot, any object that will slide or roll 

on the ground. Can push away, push any direction, or push toward you. 

Also open doors/drawers can be pushed closed, rolled towel, cup with 

treat under it, easy button, push/slide anything across the floor, etc.) 

      Push/ “smack it” with foot Useful for pushing buttons- start with a push 

light or “That was easy” button on the floor and gradually raise. Can put 

a handicap symbol on these to transfer skill to handicap buttons. Can also 

be used with “talking dog” buttons, light switches, food dispensers. 

      Object Discrimination what’s in play/ what’s not – set out multiple 

objects and the dog figures out which are ‘in play’ through your clicks.  
      Pick Up- can be anything the dog can fit in his mouth and lift 
      Hold an object- can be anything the dog can fit in his mouth and lift 
      Drop/release- can be anything the dog can fit in his mouth and lift 

      “Put it in” with an object- Put an object into something like a box, 

bucket, basket, bowl, storage tote, hole in a cinder block, your hands  
      Pull/tug-for objects too big to lift, doors, tug toys, pull toys 
      Positions- sit, down, stand- front foot target a flat bar on the floor, or use 

a “position box” they can fit inside 
      “Halt!/Freeze!”- mark when dog stops moving, toss reward, repeat  

      “Stay”- helps if you teach a “station” first (go to mat, go to platform) 

and let the dog choose to stay there while you increase distractions 

      Self-Orientation “around” - Dog goes around any vertical object 

      Self-Orientation “get in” Put their body or body part into something else 

“crate”, load in vehicle, go in house, get in box, put feet in bucket, etc. 

      Self-Orientation “Thru” Dog moves through something- doorway, hoop, 

tunnel, etc. 

      Cue fluency- dog understands cues have specific meaning, they can 

discriminate between different cues, cues might be an opportunity for 

reinforcement, some behaviors never “pay” unless cue is given  

      Noises aren’t scary- Set up things that the dog can make noise with 

      Moving surfaces aren’t scary- Dog interacts with things that move 

Fluency: 
No hesitation                                           Speed (if applicable) 
No confusion                                           Ignores distractions 
Precision/no variability                       Has Duration/Distance 
Generalized                                              Handler in any position 



More advanced concepts: 

 

 

 

 

      Object Discrimination/cue combinations mixing named objects and 

action cues: You can cue the dog to a specific object using that object’s 

name, then tell the dog what to do with that object using different action 

cues.  

      Self-Orientation “side-left/heel” Dog moves to the left side of an object 

(object on the dog’s right) 
      Self-Orientation “side-right” Dog moves to the right side of an object 

(object on the dog’s left) 

      Self-Orientation “on” The dog gets onto things 
      Self-Orientation “under” The dog gets under things 
      Self-Orientation “behind” The dog positions himself behind an object 
      Self-Orientation  “in front” The dog positions himself in front of an 

object 
      Self-Orientation “magnet” - target an object and move with it in any 

direction. Can be with nose or side of the body or rear end or eye contact.    

      Proximity of objects- this is the positional relationship of one object to 

another object. You can tell the dog to move one object closer to another 
      Proximity of objects- “apart” - You can tell the dog to move one object 

farther away from another 
      Proximity of objects- “on” You can tell the dog to put one object on top 

of another 
      Proximity of objects- “under”– You can tell the dog to put one object 

under another 
      Orientation of object – “flip it”, “rotate” - changing the position of an 

object 

      Matching or connecting –the way two objects can interact or be the 

same “Find same”, “find mine”, “put together”, “hang it up” 
      Directional movement-  “left”= Left turn / “Step left”= side step left / 

“go left” = to a target or to the dog’s left like for a send out 

      Directional movement- “go right”, “right”(turn), “step right” 

      Directional movement- “forward” “go out” “here” 

      Directional movement- “back” (back up) in front of handler, beside 

handler, behind handler 

      Directional movement- “Pivot” Swing hind end around- can shape 

using a front foot target 

      Body awareness- “foot” Use a foot or something related to a foot 

      Body awareness- “Bite” or “take it” Use their mouth 

      Body awareness- Use their body 

      Body awareness- blinking, lip licking, ears, tail up, lift a paw, smile 

 


