PAGE  
1

Ek Ek Excellent - HOMING SIGNALS for HAPPIER HOUNDS

Part One 

by Nina Bondarenko BA

I use the sound “ek” or “x”, all the time with my dogs, to help them understand several things. I use it like a stream of information to the dogs, to let them know what I like about what they are doing.  Instead of the dog having to guess (“is this what she wants?”), the stream of syllables acts like a Geiger Counter, and tells the dog “warmer or colder”, or how to earn a reward. Sounds weird, but we actually do this with children, and especially with people who can’t speak our language. Here’s how it works.

Firstly, if the puppy or dog is choosing a behaviour that we like or want more of, I will use the ek sound, slowly at first. If the puppy stops doing that behaviour, I will stop saying anything and wait. The puppy will realise that the stream of “ek ek ek ek” has stopped, so will look around at me to find out why. Because the puppy is now paying attention to me, I will start the Homing Signal again. I stop if the puppy stops.  As soon as puppy resumes the behaviour, my oOming Signal resumes and this leads to an “Excellent!” which is a big marker for the puppy or dog, and is more useful information – it tells the dog that now the reward has arrived, and I will give a really good treat. 

 For example, to walk at heel, we say “Heel, ek ek ek ek” … as the dog is walking and looking up at the face, and when the dog has taken a few steps in this ideal form, we finish with the word “Excellent!” and promptly reinforce or reward the dog. The sound “ek” or “x” doesn’t sound like other words we might use, so the dog is not likely to misinterpret what we are saying to the dog. Some people can’t say “X” so “Ek” is easier and lead easily on to “Excellent!” This use of the voice to mark correct moments of dog behaviour and to end and reward them, is termed “Homing Signal” because it helps the dog home in on what behaviours are likely to be reinforced and rewarded.

THE HOW OF HOMING SIGNALS

But before you can use these signals, the dog has to understand the importance of them.  If you just say “Ek ek ek …” the dog will ignore you, so you need to introduce the signal as a means to an end.  The puppy or dog needs to learn that this sound indicates that a reward is on its’ way. Like everything in puppy and dog training, we start off with the easiest possible example so that the dog gets the idea immediately. Dogs love sniffing things to investigate them, so we will use this reflex to introduce a Homing Signal.

Starting off this association is very straightforward. 

Hold out two fingers together pointing towards the ground. Move very close to the puppy or dog so that the fingers are obvious, (right in front of the nose and eyes) and be ready to start saying the Homing Signal  ek ek ek as soon as the puppy or dog looks at the fingers. The finger target should be so close that the puppy bumps the fingers, so you say, as the puppy’s nose touches, “Excellent!” in a thrilled voice, and treat the puppy with a really excellent treat – such as liver cake, or freshly roast chicken, or even something off your own dinner plate. 

Stop saying the Homing Signal ek ek ek if the puppy looks away. As the puppy approaches the fingers to touch them, let the voice get higher and the ek’s faster.  (You have to be really quick with these at this stage because there are only centimetres or inches between the puppy’s nose and the finger target.

As the nose touches the target, call out “Excellent!” because this tells the puppy what the aim of the exercise is – to get a reward. From the puppy’s point of view, there is now an association between two fingers held out like a target, the sound of ek ek ek getting quicker and higher in tone, and the chance of a reward. By the way, at this stage in training, the reward should be a number 5 treat, meaning that it is top of the range in deliciousness.  The puppy should be surprised and excited to get such food for simply touching your outstretched fingers.

Test to see if your dog has made the connection by saying “ek” while he is busy doing something and closely watch his response.  If he looks up at you instantly expecting a treat, he understands that “ek” means, “ well done, you deserve a treat”.  We have conditioned the dogs to the sound “ek” as a source of something good.  

Well, that is the basics of introducing the use of this Homing Signal to your puppy.  There are many more steps to learning this properly, and you should attend a seminar to practice properly, but can you see how you can now start to use this to tell the puppy things even if the puppy is nowhere near you? 

NOT THAT, THIS

These Homing Signals can also inform a dog that the current action that the dog is performing, is leading to something specific – for example a target or a position. If the dog is moving towards a light switch, and we start the Homing Signal, the dog realises that we are saying that the light switch is the target – not the wall, or the door, or any other part of the environment. This helps the dog to quickly offer behaviour that we can reward, such as touching the switch.

We also use it to tell a dog that something is not scary.  For example, we say the name of the thing (garbage bin, tractor, fire engine etc) and pair it with the Homing Signal any time the dog looks at it. This sound rises in pitch and increases in speed the longer the dog holds the eye contact with the object, thing, or event that is unfamiliar or scary. Finally, we end with the word “Excellent!” spoken in a high pitch tone and very enthusiastically.  Because the ek is conditioned with a food reward, the dog learns that ek can mean –“ good choice!”  Or it can mean “you have guessed correctly, try that again”. It can also mean “follow the sound to find out where to go and what to do next”. 
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