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The Canine Workout – Indoors 
 

Staying in shape is as important for our canine family members as it is for us.  

Fortunately, some of our dog’s everyday tricks make for a great workout and you’ll be 

happy to hear that there’s plenty you can do inside! 

 

Take a Bow or Downward Dog (a “doga” pose): The 

bow (front legs on the floor, standing on back legs) is 

a natural stretch, one that dogs will often do when they 

first rise from a nap.  It’s a great way to start out an 

exercise session.  Some dogs will easily go into a bow 

position by luring as if for a down but doing it from a 

stand rather than from a sit.  Other dogs go directly to 

the down, whether from sit or stand.  If this is the case, 

then you’ll have to shape the behavior.   

Starting from a stand, take the lure just a few 

inches below your dog’s nose level, so that he has to 

tuck his neck down a bit to follow the lure.  Say “yes!” 

and treat.  When this is repeatable, try moving your 

hand a few inches lower but still not entirely to the 

ground.  Again your dog will hopefully tuck his head 

even lower but remain standing.  If he flops down to 

 

 

the floor, then go back to your previous stage and inch down the hand signal more 

gradually.  At each stage where he’s tucking his head, maybe even bending the front legs, 

but remain on his back legs, say “yes!” and give a treat.  Even jackpot him for each new 

criteria he achieves.  Before you know it, your dog will be bowing pretty as can be! 

 

Shake:  Shake is more than just a trick.  It helps your dog get more comfortable with 

people touching his paws as well as being a great strengthening exercise for your dog’s 

shoulders.   

With your dog in a sit, hold a treat above his head and off to one side.  By rocking 

him to the side, often he will pick up the opposite front paw to reach for it.  Mark it with 

a happy “yes!”, grab the paw with your other hand, and open the treat hand to reveal the 

treat.  After he is consistently offering a paw, say the verbal command shake or give paw 

in front of it.  By switching sides, you can train a left paw and right paw behavior.  

Strength training: Once your dog has gained fluency, give the hand cue from higher up so 

that he has to lift his paw higher.  Start with 5 repetitions each side and gradually increase 

to 20 repetitions, cuing from both the front and the side.  Do this exercise every other 

day, with the day off in between to allow the muscles to mend. 
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Wave, a variation on Shake:  Now give the cue for shake but instead of keeping your 

hand stationary to receive your dog’s paw, move it horizontally in front of him.  This will 

cause him to lift his paw a little longer and perhaps even make another swipe to meet 

your hand.  Especially reinforce the extra jabs in the air.   

 

Back Up: Backing up is a great workout for the core and hind leg muscles.  The easiest 

way to shape the back-up behavior is to hold a treat at the level of your dog’s chest with 

you facing him and then walk towards him.  Let him nibble the treat along the way to 

keep him interested and playing the game.  As he becomes more fluent, you can reduce 

the physical cueing necessary to affect the behavior.   

 

Sit-Stand-Sit:  The rear legs are often the first to weaken as your dog ages, so it’s 

important that you keep them strong.  Moving your dog between a sit and stand can 

accomplish this.  By holding a treat above your dog’s nose and moving it back over his 

head, you effectively push his butt down into the sit position.  Now put the treat at nose 

level and pull it forward just enough to lure your dog to a stand in a single step.  You 

want him to be pushing off with his rear legs for maximum benefit and not pulling 

himself forward with his front legs.  Note: If your dog uses more than a single step to rise 

to a stand, it’s likely that he’s used his front legs rather than his hind legs.   

For a greater workout, do this while facing uphill.  Alternatively, face sideways on 

the hill, first one way, then the other, to target each side individually.  Start with 3 to 5 

repetitions, then gradually increase to 10 or 20 repetitions.  Do this exercise every other 

day, with the day off in between to allow the muscles to mend. 

 

Stand-Down-Stand:  Moving from a stand to a down and back again is a great workout 

for the whole body.  Hold a treat at your dog’s nose and push back and down, causing 

him to fold into the down position.  Now put the treat at nose level and pull it forward 

just enough to lure your dog to a stand without moving forward.     

As with the Sit-Stand-Sit exercise, increase the difficulty of this exercise by doing it 

while facing uphill, or by facing sideways on the hill, first one way, then the other, to 

target each side individually.  Start with 3 to 5 repetitions, then gradually increase to 10 

or 20 repetitions.  Again, allow a day in between for recuperation. 

 

Rollover:  For the benefit of working your dog’s core muscles, do this exercise in both 

directions.  Once in a down position, notice which hip your dog is settled on.  Lure his 

nose around the opposite shoulder and, as he twists his neck, he will roll first flat, then on 

his back, and then onto the other side.  If he has trouble doing the whole movement right 

away, reinforce approximations.  For greater challenge, do several rollovers in one 

direction, then back in the other direction, or do the rollover up an incline. 
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Sit Pretty:  Sitting pretty is a great workout for the core muscles and aids balance.  From 

a sitting position, lure your dog into a beg position by pulling a treat back and above his 

nose.  As he becomes more fluent with the behavior, start putting the verbal cue in front 

of the hand signal.  Build duration in the time he remains in position.  For increased 

difficulty, cue him to give left paw, right paw, or both paws at once.  Also lure him to 

turn his head and upper body by leading his nose with a treat, first one way, then the 

other.   

 
Crawl:  The crawl is great for working out a dog’s forelimbs, trunk and rear limbs.  From 

a down position, drag a treat along the floor just in front of your dog’s paws.  Mark and 

treat for any slight forward movement with a paw.  Gradually start to mark for more and 

more movement forward (as long as your dog never stands up to come forward).  When 

your dog is fluently offering the behavior, put the verbal cue crawl in front of the hand 

signal.  To encourage crawling, you can use props such as a low table or poles across 

chairs.  You can increase the distance of the obstacle course or the number of repetitions 

as your dog gains endurance. 

 

Spin:  Spin is a proprioceptive exercise, one that challenges body awareness through 

limb placement and balance.  With your dog in front of you, hold a treat at your dog’s 

nose height.  Lead him around in a tight circle, first in one direction, then the other.  If 

you’d like, you can precede the hand prompt with the verbal cue spin once the behavior is 

coming fairly fluently.   To increase its benefit, this is an exercise you can do on a variety 

of surfaces, such as gravel and grass.   

 

A Word to the Wise 

Remember that outdoor activity is still an essential component of any exercise regimen, 

giving your dog a change of scenery, which is mentally stimulating, as well as burning 

physical energy.  Consider your dog’s athletic program with the same caution and care as 

you would your own.  As with any exercise regimen, start gradually.  And consult your 

vet about whether there are exercises you should avoid because of your dog’s physical 

limitations.   
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