
LEAVE IT 

This is an extremely valuable exercise to teach your dog.  You will be teaching them to leave 
things alone that you do not want them to be picking up or going towards.  It translates to all 
kinds of things that you want your dog to ignore when you tell them to. 

Step 1:  Take a piece of food in your hand and cover it over.   You are essentially making a fist 
out of your hand.   Place your hand in front of the dog’s nose.  Say nothing.  Your dog will 
most likely start nosing your hand.   They may lick, gnaw, or paw at your hand.   Keep your 
hand still and wait.  When your dog backs off even for a second, you will open your hand and 
say “take it”.  After your dog eats the treat, repeat.   You should notice that within a few tries 
your dog is backing off after just one or two attempts to get your hand to open.   He is 
learning that the fastest way to get you to open up is by keeping his own mouth away. 

Step 2:  Give it a name.  As you put your closed hand in front of his nose, say “Leave it” before 
the hand actually gets there.  Keep your voice tone and volume normal.  Don’t shout the 
command.  Again, once as soon as your dog backs off, open your hand and say “take it”. 

Step 3:  As soon as your dog is not attempting to get the treat from your closed hand, place 
an open hand with treat in front of your dog, but be sure you use your “leave it” command 
before your hand actually reaches down in front of his nose.  If your dog tries to go for the 
treat because it is now visible, simply close your hand over the treat again.  Keep repeating 
your “leave it” command in a neutral voice.   Your dog should start backing off as you are 
lowering your hand as they hear the command. 

Step 4:  Now place the treat on the floor.  You will be holding your dog on a short leash to 
prevent him from being able to grab the treat.  As you are placing the food on the ground, 
keep repeating your “leave it” command.  He may try to lunge for the food.  Simply keep that 
leash taut and wait him out, all the while repeating “leave it”.  Eventually your dog will back 
off and hopefully even look up at you to make eye contact.  As soon as he does, reward him 
with another treat that you have in your hand.   DO NOT release him to take the food off the 
floor!  Now pick up the food on the floor and do it again.   Very soon you should see your dog 
looking up at you rather than attempting to grab the food off the floor. 

Step 5:  Start using this exercise at home.  Have your dog wait for his dinner dish.  Simply tell 
him to leave it as you start to put his dish down.   If he starts to go for it, simply pick up the 
dish and start over.  He should be able to wait calmly for several seconds before being 
released to eat. 

Both this exercise and the Watch Me game are control exercises.  They are teaching our dogs 
how to have self control and the value of stillness.  They are teaching your dog to focus on 
you, not the food in order to earn the food and they are learning the first steps towards a 
formal stay. 


