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5 Steps to Train Your Dog to “Go to Place” 

 
What if instead of jumping around like a lunatic when the doorbell rings, your dog waits politely 
in a down position? Or, instead of circling the dinner table like a shark, your dog lies quietly in the 
other room? Training a dog to go to a specific place is one of the most useful behaviors. In the 
following exercise from her bestselling book, Control Unleashed, Leslie McDevitt explains how 
you can teach your dog the command “Go to Place.” 

Training Go to Place 

1. Get a mat, blanket, dog bed, or towel – one that your dog has not seen before – 
and examine it as if it were the most interesting thing in the world. Then, without 
saying anything to your dog, put it on the floor near you. The second that your 
dog shows any interest (by looking at it, sniffing it, putting a paw on it), click or 
verbally mark the behavior, and put a treat on the mat. 

2. As long as your dog continues to interact with the mat, keep on marking behaviors 
and putting treats on the mat. A dog that has been shaped before will quickly start 
offering various behaviors to see what gets rewarded. Any behavior offered on the 
mat is worthy. My preference is down, but I also want to reward sits or any other 
behaviors the dog is offering on the mat. So I use at least two kinds of treats when 
I train Go to Place. The highest value treat is for downs, the lesser value is for 
anything else. That way a dog does not learn that any behavior on the mat is 
wrong or unrewardable but that a down gets the better reward. It took my last 
puppy about three minutes to figure out that downs on a mat got cheese-flavored 
popcorn while sits on a mat got kibble; it was downs from then on. 

3. Once the dog is offering the desired behavior on the mat, reward him in position, 
then give your release cue, and encourage him off the mat. You have various 
options here. You could call him, you could throw food a distance from the mat 
and tell him to get it, or (if he has become glued to the mat) you could walk him 
off with the leash. 

4. The second the dog leaves the mat, all clicking, praising, and treating ends. Stand 
quietly and wait. Most dogs at this point will go back to the mat in an effort to 
restart the game. When they do, throw treats on the mat. Continue to reward 
everything, giving the highest value treat for a down. Remember that at this point 
in the game, you are rewarding the dog for thinking about the mat and returning to 
it. Don’t wait for a down or any other particular behavior. Make sure he 
understands that it’s the behavior of returning to the mat that is getting rewarded. 
Each time he returns to the mat, mark it, and treat him on the mat. Each time you 
release him from the mat, step back a bit farther so he has to take another step or 
two to get back to the mat to restart the game. 
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It should not take long for the dog to figure out that no matter what you are 
doing, he will continue receiving rewards if he stays on the mat until you 
release him. 

5. When the dog is committed to being on the mat, you can start increasing the time 
between rewards. If he leaves the mat before you give a release cue, pick up the 
mat for a minute and ignore him, then give him another chance. If he is 
confidently remaining on the mat until your release cue, you can start taking little 
steps around him. If you have an excitable dog, start by just bending your knees as 
if you are about to take a step. After each little movement you make, return and 
reward the dog if he has remained on the mat. It should not take long for the dog 
to figure out that no matter what you are doing, he will continue receiving rewards 
if he stays on the mat until you release him. 

Eventually three things will happen: 

1. Your dog will figure out that downs are the most rewarded behavior on mats. 
2. He will be able to move a reasonable distance away from you to the mat. 
3. He will be confident remaining on the mat until you release him. 

When you reach this point, you can add your cue – Place or whatever you want to call it. The cue 
“Place” should mean to go to a mat and lie there until released, so you don’t want to start using it 
until all those behaviors are happening reliably. 

One of the all-time most useful, applications of Go to Place is as a management tool when 
students want to take a break from working, watch a friend’s run, or listen to their 
instructor. 

The potential applications are endless 

You can take a mat anywhere. You can use a mat to help generalize or transfer behaviors. You can 
send your dog to his mat when you let your guests in the doo, or send your dog to a mat while you 
are eating dinner. You can use a mat to practice distance work in your living room or anywhere 
else, or make a pattern of mats and send your dog to them while practicing crosses on the flat. You 
can use a mat to teach fast downs and then transfer that behavior to the pause table. If your dog 
has the zoomies or other impulse-control issues such as grabbing your pant legs or biting you 
while running, you can place mats on course and send your dog to them after brief sequences, as 
my friend, agility instructor Deb Norman, would say, “to get a grip.” 

One of the all-time most useful, applications of Go to Place is as a management tool when 
students want to take a break from working, watch a friend’s run, or listen to their instructor. Dogs 
that have the Go to Place behavior down to a science can lie on their mats quietly next to your 
chair. 


