How to teach a dog to “Back-Up” on cue
The following methods are based on methods taught by many different trainers, my apologies to them if I got something incorrect.  There are several ways to teach this, so if you try one method and find your dog isn’t understanding what you want, try a different way (re-phrase your request.)  They are not listed in any particular order and I have them numbered only for easier reference.

METHOD 1:

Set-up:  You’ll need a chair your dog can fit his head under.  This method works well with medium and large dogs.  For small dogs, you could use a low stool or put a board across two concrete blocks and sit on that.

To start, the dog is facing you as you sit.  Toss a treat just under your chair and encourage the dog to get it.  Be ready to click the first shift of his body backwards as he comes out from under the chair!  The dog is likely to take a step or more backwards to get out from under the chair, but you are concentrating on first marking the shift of the body when it changes from going forwards to when it starts to move backwards.  Repeat this step multiple times, clicking the backward shift and rewarding by tossing the treat under the chair for another repetition.

Next level is to click the first backwards step.  It helps to watch the dog’s feet if you can.  If you can do this next to a mirror it might make it easier (  A tall, narrow mirror laid on it’s side will give you a good view of the dog’s feet.  Repeat this step several times.  You are building a reward history.  At first the dog will not consciously know you are clicking their back foot movement, but somewhere in their brain the connection is being made.  Because you know the dog will BE backing up, you could even add the cue just before he starts to move backwards.  This will help pair the action with the cue for several repetitions where you know the dog will correctly do the behavior.
If the dog backs-up crookedly, you can use low barriers on the sides to help guide the dog and teach his muscles to move in a straight line.  If a dog’s structure or muscle tone is unbalanced, it might be hard for him to move straight back.  As with any other skill, it will get stronger with practice.  Building the “muscle memory” for a straight back-up right from the start will help the dog as distance is added.  Continue to practice just a few steps of back-up until the dog is reliably doing those straight without guides.

With enough repetition, the dog will eventually realize it is his back feet you are clicking (or simply the movement backwards.)  Once that realization happens on a conscious level, the dog will start to offer backwards steps to be clicked.  You can very gradually require the dog do an extra step before you click.  But don’t only ADD steps.  Frequently vary the number of steps the dog has to do before he gets a click and reward.  So if the dog is reliably doing 5 steps backwards, you can sometimes ask for 4 or 3 or 5 or 2 steps.  Then wait for 6 steps and see if the dog can do it. If so, add 6 into the requirements that you are varying.
METHOD 2:

Set-up: You’ll need a chair (see description for Method 1) and a change in the surface.  Using a carpet sample on a hard floor (tile, concrete, wood, etc.) will work and gives you a portable mat you can use in other locations.  If you have a threshold between two types of surfaces (carpet to linoleum for example) you can use that.

To start, you’ll place your chair one dog length from the surface change and facing the surface change.  Your dog will start by facing you between the chair and the surface change.  
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Work through the steps in Method 1, but you’ll be clicking when the dog’s back feet get on the different surface.  This helps to teach the dog to target that surface change with his back feet.  If the dog is backing all the way across the mat, you can place a barrier behind it so the dog can only get his back feet on there.  You may need to be faster with your click so you catch the moment the back feet touch the mat, but not more of the dog’s feet or body.  Repeat this step several times. You can add the cue right before you know the dog is about to back-up.
Next step, move your chair back whatever distance your dog covers with a single step.  So this will be a longer distance for a big dog than for a small dog.  You only want to increase the difficulty of getting to the mat one step at a time.  Repeat practice at this new distance multiple times.  Then repeat the step of moving your chair back the distance of one step and work at that distance for multiple repetitions.

Once the dog no longer needs to chair to start him to back-up you can remove the chair and do the practice with you standing up.

Eventually, you will be many steps away from the target surface, but the dog will move backwards and find it with his feet.  You’ll click and toss a reward in front of the dog or in front of you to get the dog to move forward for the next repetition.  

After several repetitions with the mat several steps away from you, you can start to occasionally click the dog before he reaches the mat.  Gradually do this more and more often as the mat moves farther away.  Eventually you won’t need the mat anymore and your dog will back-up on cue.

METHOD 3:

Set-up: you’ll need a dog that understands how to touch a target stick and is motivated to do so.

Start with the dog in front of you.  Slowly move the target stick over the dog’s head toward his tail.  Keep it high enough that the dog won’t touch the stick till after he takes a step back. The target stick can be more like a visual target to encourage backwards movement, or you can position it so the touch can happen after the dog backs-up.  See which way your dog responds to best.  Click any shift of the dog’s body backwards. Repeat this several times and click the backward shift of the dog’s body (even if there is no step yet.)  Gradually move the target farther and farther back until the shift becomes a step. Click the step backwards as it is happening.  Repeat several times till you can predict when the dog will take a step.  Once you can predict the backwards step reliably, you can add the cue just before the dog steps back.

Build on this as you did with the shift of the dog’s weight.  Till the one step back becomes two steps, then three.  It will help to use a longer and longer target stick so you don’t need to move toward the dog.  Most likely what you want is the dog moving away from you without you needing to move toward the dog.  By using longer sticks, you can get the dog to do more distance from you.

Through repetition, your dog will learn the cue and the practice will have taught him to back-up in a straight line.  Once you are ready to “fade” the use of the target stick, start with the dog close to you again, using a short stick.  Give the cue and wait 1 second to see if the dog offers the behavior.  If not, use the target stick prompt.  Repeat this till the dog offers the back-up BEFORE you present the target stick (you might need to wait longer than 1 second before helping the dog.)  The first time he takes a step without needing the target stick- jackpot him by feeding one small treat after another while telling him how brilliant he is.  Quit on that success and give him time to think about it.  Then repeat the steps above until the dog can reliably back up without the stick prompt.

METHOD 4:

Set-up: you need a dog who is very operant (will offer behaviors and understands that a click means repeat the behavior that just got clicked) and a trainer with decent timing of the clicks.

This method is free-shaping.  You simply wait for the dog to offer any shift of his weight backwards and click that.  When the dog is offering a backwards shift more often, it will often become a step backwards that you can click.  Build on that in the same way as with the previous methods.  You encourage the dog to figure out the puzzle and offer the behavior you desire.  You do that by giving a lot of feedback through clicks and withheld clicks and by keeping the criteria (goal behavior) easy for the dog.
METHOD 5:

Set-up: You need two barriers the dog isn’t likely to jump over set about the same width as the dog.  A wall and the back of a couch work great.
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Couch
Start by tossing or dropping the dog’s favorite treat or toy into the opening between the couch and wall. Don’t toss it all the way in, just partly so the dog’s head and shoulders get in the narrow space. If the dog is hesitant, you might need to work them toward that opening slowly.  Click when the dog backs up and reward with the delivery of the next piece of food or another toy behind the couch.  Repeat this several times adding the cue just before the dog backs up and the click happens at the end of the couch as the dog clears the opening.

After several times of the above, toss or place the treat or toy a bit farther behind the couch, requiring the dog to go in further and back-up further to get out.  Repeat several times giving the cue just before he starts to back-up and clicking as the dog clears the opening.

Gradually toss the toy or treat farther and farther. Give the cue just before the dog backs up.
To see if the dog understands the cue, move the couch a bit farther from the wall (so the dog could just barely turn around if he chooses.)  Only reward when the dog chooses to back-up instead of turn around.  Don’t use your “back-up” cue until you know the dog will back-up, otherwise your back-up cue may turn into a “turn around” cue!  If the dog won’t back-up, move the couch back in and do several more repetitions with backing up.  Once the dog is successfully choosing to back-up instead of turn around, move the couch farther away, making it really easy for the dog to turn around but only reward if the dog chooses to back-up.  

To see if the dog understands the cue, see if the dog will back-up when you hold a treat or toy at the opening between the wall and couch.  If he does (meaning he backs up even when not between the couch and wall) jackpot by delivering several treats one right after the other.  Gradually practice this farther and farther from the couch/wall opening.

METHOD 6:

Set-up: You’ll need a dog that has a really strong “heel” cue.

Start with the dog standing in heel position and shift your weight backwards (or take a step back if needed.)  Click any shift of the dog’s weight backwards that doesn’t involve their butt lowering into a sit.  Gradually build on this as explained in previous steps till the dog will take several steps backward in heel position.  Use the cue when you can anticipate that the dog will walk backwards.  Be sure to say the cue just BEFORE you start to move backwards.  To see if the dog knows the cue, say the cue but then don’t move.  See if the dog will shift his weight or take a step on his own that you can click.  If so, build on that till the dog will back-up away from heel position on cue.  If not, go back to previous steps and do more repetition.

Once the dog will do several steps back, test his knowledge of the cue by trying in while he stands in front position.  Click any shift of weight or movement he offers in a backwards direction.  Build the behavior in the front position.
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