
 
Teaching Your Dog 

to Stay on Cue 
 
 

 
Plan on setting aside 5-10 minutes, 3 times a day to practice these skills before the 
next class. You only need to do about 10 repetitions of each skill per training session.  
 
When teaching your dog any skill, you can level up on the skill by working on 
duration, distance, OR distractions. These are commonly referred to as the “3 D’s.” It is 
VERY important that you choose one of these at a time to work on at a time - trying 
to combine two or three of them right off the bat can be very confusing for your dog. 
If you are working on having your dog hold a cue for a certain amount of time, make 
sure you are very close to your dog and that distractions are very low.  If you are 
working around distractions, stay close to your dog and reinforce quickly and often.   
 
Skill #1: Adding Duration to Stationary Skills like Sit and Down (aka Stay, Part 1)  
You are teaching your dog that holding still when cued is something that can be 
reinforced! Teaching them to hold a position, whether they are standing, sitting, or in 
a down should be done in small steps. Most dogs have success with starting in a down. 
 
Step 1.  
Stand in front of your dog and cue “down” or “sit”. When she gets into the cued 
position, cue your dog, “Stay” in a happy voice, pause briefly, then give the stay hand 
signal: Hand out in front of you, palm facing dog, fingers together. Praise and treat 
as soon as you give the hand signal. Repeat a couple of times to teach your dog the 
verbal cue and hand signal before moving on to the next step. 
 
Step 2.  
Now cue your dog to stay, pause briefly, give the stay hand signal, and wait for one 
second without moving your body. Praise and treat. Repeat several times. 
 
Step 3.  
Now cue your dog to stay, pause briefly, give the stay hand signal, and wait for two 
seconds without moving your body. Praise and treat. Repeat several times. 



 
Step 4.  
Slowly increase the number of seconds you wait before you treat. Remember to praise 
and treat each successful try, and to change up the amount of the time the dog is 
waiting for you to provide reinforcement (treats). 
 
Step 5.  
Time to introduce a release cue! Cue the dog to stay for an amount of time that the 
dog has been successful, and then release the dog from the stay by saying “Free!” and 
placing treats on the ground away from where your dog is (but close by) - cheer your 
dog on to get the treats. Then reset the dog into a stay and repeat 10-15 more times, 
varying the amount of time before you give the release cue. 
 
Ways to use it at home: Have your dog stay for 2 seconds before opening the door 
to your backyard (give release cue as you open the door), have your dog stay for 3 
seconds before putting down a food puzzle (give release cue as you set the puzzle 
down). 
 
Skill #2: Adding Distance to Stationary Skills like Sit and Down (aka Stay, Part 2)  
We reinforce our dogs constantly for staying with us and coming to us. Teaching 
distance with the stay can be a big challenge for our dogs because we are now asking 
them to do the opposite of what we normally expect from them.  Keep this in mind as 
you teach this part of the skill, and if your dog is having difficulty with distance try 
distractions (Skill #3) first and then return to the distance practice after you’ve 
successfully taught stay during distractions. 
 
Step 1.  
Stand in front of your dog and cue “down” or “sit”. When they get into the cued 
position, cue your dog, “Stay” in a happy voice, pause briefly, then give the stay hand 
signal: Hand out in front of you, palm facing dog, fingers together. Praise and treat 
as soon as you give the hand signal. Repeat a couple of times. 
 
Step 2.  
Cue your dog to stay, pause briefly, give the stay hand signal, and take one small 
step back with one foot. Immediately, bring your foot back to its original position in 
front of your dog. Praise and treat. Repeat several times. 
 
Step 3.  
Cue your dog to stay, pause briefly, give the stay hand signal, and step back with 



both feet. Immediately return to your original position in front of your dog. Praise and 
treat. Repeat several times.  
 
Step 4.  
Slowly increase the number of steps you take back, each time stepping right back in 
front of your dog. Remember to praise and treat every time once you return to your 
original position. 
 
Step 5.  
Now practice ending the stay with the release cue sometimes, so you can call your dog 
to you and then reset your dog to continue practicing stay! 
 
Ways to use it at home: Practice this in all areas of the house, cuing your dog to stay 
when they are on their bed or mat or when you’ve cued them into a sit or down.  
 
 
Skill #3: Adding Distractions to Stationary Skills like Sit & Down (aka Stay, Pt. 3)  
Before you take on real-life distractions out in the world that are more difficult to 
control, set up your own distraction scenarios for practice purposes. Try bouncing a 
tennis ball, waving your hands in the air, or having family/friends walk around you as 
you train. Start with small distractions that don’t mean much to your dog - if your dog 
is super enthusiastic about toys or people, try dropping or moving regular objects 
before you move on to things your dog finds exciting. 
 
Step 1.  
Stand in front of your dog and cue “down” or “sit”. When your dog gets into the cued 
position, cue your dog, “Stay” in a happy voice, pause briefly, then give the stay hand 
signal: Hand out in front of you, palm facing dog, fingers together. Praise and treat 
as soon as you give the hand signal. Repeat several times.  
 
Step 2.  
Add the distraction. For example, bounce a tennis ball or wave a toy in the air. Praise 
and treat immediately, before your dog moves out of the stay. The idea is to reward 
her before she has a chance to move toward the distraction. 
 
Step 3.  
If your dog starts to get up, immediately reset her into a stay in a context she’s 
already been successful and reward her for that (distance or duration). Then work 
your way back to distraction.  You may also need to try a different object that the 



dog finds less interesting.  
 
Step 4.  
Once your dog has mastered their first distraction try another, repeating the steps 1-3. 
 
Ways to use it at home: Cue your dog to stay while you get treats or a chewy out of 
a cabinet and give the release cue before you give the treat to your dog. Cue your 
dog to stay while you open the front door and close it (on leash of course!) and give 
the release cue so you can walk away from the door once it’s shut. Cue your dog to 
stay while you grab a toy out of their toy basket and give the release cue before you 
give the toy to your dog.  
 
 
Having trouble with any of the above?  Send us an email and let us know before class 
starts! 
 
 
 


