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Clicker Training and the
Family Dog

By Joan Orr M.Sc.

s your d()g a lovable ln_\'allmul, a

high intensity athlete, a landscape

re-designer, a stray sock collector,
a wonderful companion, a first class
pest (sometimes)?

Regardless of a dog’s abilities or cur-
rent habits, he can benefit from good
leadership, household rules, exercise
and training. Whether your training goal
is to have a high scoring obedience com-
petitor or a dog that is a well-mannered
family member, the fundamental
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ingredient for success is the same. The
bond between you and the dog will
pave the way to training success.
Clicker training is a powerful, yet gentle
way to train dogs (or any creature) that
promotes the development of a strong
bond of love and respect between dog
and trainer while giving almost magi-
cal results. Imagine a dog that can't
wait to train with you, tries his very
hardest to do what you ask, thinks for
himself and works out problems, gives

you insight into the inner workings of
his mind and learns at an accelerated
rate. This is a clicker dog.

Clicker training is a science-based
method which uses positive reinforce-
ment as the primary teaching tool. The
trainer uses a hand held clicker to tell
the dog “Yes! That was right” at the
precise moment he does the correct
action. The dog gets a food treat just
after every click and this soon builds a
positive association with the click. The
click is so precise and clear that it helps
the dog sort out his behaviours without
the need for punishment or scolding.
There is no force, fear or intimidation
used in clicker training. Clicker train-
ers do not use choke collars, they do
not growl at the dog, roll him on his
back to dominate him, stand over him
or throw bags of chains at him to show
him who’s boss. These measures may
cause the dog to fear and obey the rul-
ing adult, but they can make the dog
downright dangerous for visitors, kids
and weaker family members. Clicker
training is a partnership in which even
young children can participate with
supervision.

Consider the example of a jumping
puppy. As a clicker trainer you will
think about the jumping problem in
terms of what you do want, rather than
what you do not want: “I want all four
feet on the ground”. Now you will set
about engineering ways to have your
puppy keep all four feet on the ground
so that you can click and treat when
this happens. You could just wait and
ignore the jumping (it is no fun for a
puppy to be ignored) and as soon as
the front feet are down you click and
treat. Click and treat again before he
has another chance to jump so he
doesn’t think that jumping and getting
off is the way to earn a click. You could
put yourself on the other side of a baby
gate so that he can’t jump on you.
Eventually he will take his paws off the
gate and you can click and toss him a
treat. If the jumping is never rein-
forced in any way with attention (even
scolding or pushing) while calm
behaviour regularly earns a click and
treat, soon the jumping behaviour will



disappear. You will not have to click

and treat forever, since the new calm
behaviour will become the norm and
you can reinforce with petting and
praise after the initial training. You
may need to have your puppy on a
leash or in a crate at first when greet-
ing new people or when the kids come
from home from school so that you
can prevent him from practicing
jumping on people who will probably
give him some attention for it.

Let’s consider another common
training goal: “I want my dog to sit
when I ask him to”. You could pull up
on his collar and push down on his rear
end and force him to sit. He will not
enjoy this and if you observe you will
see signs of anxiety — he will look at
you with a half moon of white showing
in his eye, he will yawn, lick his chops,
suddenly need to scratch, lick or sniff,
he may resist your force, turn away or
try to leave. Parents — pay particular
attention to your dog when the kids
are interacting with him. If you see
these signs, this is a dog that is tol-
erating (for the time being) but not
enjoying the kids’ attention. Visit
www.doggonesafe.com for photos and
more information about preventing
dog bites.

There is no need to use any force or
to make training unpleasant for the
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dog. Dogs (and people) learn much
faster when they are happy and feeling
confident. Just wait (sit will happen at
some point) and when it does click and
toss a treat. Hold a treat or toy over his
nose until he sits and then click/treat
when his rear end hits the floor. After
using a lure in this way five times,
switch to using your hand with no
treat in it and get the treat from a
pocket or some other location. The
goal here is for the dog to start to fig-
ure things out for himself and to have
him be willing to work even if there is
no treat in evidence.

Soon the dog will get the idea that
sit results in click/treat. You are not yet
saying anything to him, but he is offer-
ing you sits and you are clicking and
tossing a treat (so he has to get up to
get it). When you are sure that he is
going to sit, say “sit” while he is in the
act of sitting. Repeat five times. Then
say “sit” just as he begins the sit.
Repeat five times. Try saying “sit”
before he begins to sit on his own. If
he responds with a sit give him a jack-
pot — a whole handful of treats or a
better treat than you have been usually
using. Repeat this two more times
and then play with him or go for a
walk to end your session. Always end
a training session on a success and do
something fun so that ending the
training session is not a punishment
for the dog. Five minutes of clicker
training per session is plenty since all
this thinking is hard work for a dog!

Get the kids involved. Kids make
great clicker trainers and experts agree
that this is the safest most effective
training method available. Veterinary
behaviourist Dr Gary Landsberg of
Richmond Hill ON discusses clicker
training with all his clients to be sure
that they understand the importance
of using positive reinforcement as
opposed to punishment in training.
Norma Jeanne Laurette of Kitchener
ON is the president of the International
Positive Dog Training Association
(www.ipdta.org): “The positive reinforce-
ment of the clicker method prevents
the fear, anxiety and aggression that are
often the result of compulsive training.

| Training Tips

[ 1. Be sure the puppy is healthy, is
receiving adequate nutrition, has
free access to fresh water at all
times and is not tired for training
sessions.

2. Use good treats — the reward
must be more interesting to the
puppy than distractions in the
environment.

3. Be patient — allow the puppy
ample time and opportunity to
explore the training area.

4. Work in a low distraction envi-
ronment at first — use barriers and
remove anything that you do not
want the puppy to investigate.

5. Keep sessions short — 5 minutes
is plenty at first.

6. Start and end a session on a
point of success with something
the puppy can easily do.

7. Use several different types of |

treats in each session and reserve
special treats only for training.

8. Use jackpots — larger or special
treats to acknowledge especially
good performance.

9. Never scold, use any physical
force or even say “no” when clicker
training. Just ignore mistakes or
any unwanted behaviour such as
pawing or jumping.
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The steps of clicker training
(using “sit” as an example):

1. Get the puppy to sit by holding a
treat over his nose or just waiting for
it to happen, don’t say anything at
this point. Click/treat for sitting 10
times.

2. Once the puppy is sitting on his
own and you know he will do it,
then say the word “sit” just as he is in
the process of sitting. Click/treat for
sitting 10 times.

3. Say the word “it” before the
puppy sits. Click/treat when he sits
— give a jackpot if it seems that he
sat because you gave the cue “sit”.
Click/treat for sitting only after you
say the word “sit” 10 times.

4. Only click/treat when you ask for
a sit and no longer when the puppy
offers it of his own accord.

5. Click/treat less often and only for
the very best sits your puppy pro-
duces. Use petting and praise to tell
the puppy he did a good job.

By choosing clicker training, your dog
will learn quickly, both you and your
dog will enjoy the process but more
importantly, you can create an intelli-
gent dog with a trusting temperament.”

The whole family can play clicker
games with the dog:

® Make a large circle and call the dog
from person to person, each click/
treating when the dog comes to them.
® Put the dog’s mat down and while
everyone walks around the one closest
to the dog click/treats if the dog is
anywhere near the mat. Raise the cri-
teria for a click such that the dog has
to be four feet from the mat, then two,
then one, then touching with one paw
and so on until the dog is lying on the
mat while the family mills about click-
ing and treating. What a great way to
teach a dog to be calm in a busy family!

The secrets to success with clicker
training are: use good treats, be generous

with the click/treats, click means treat
every time, be consistent, ignore
errors, manage the environment so
that the dog does not have the oppor-
tunity to engage in behaviours you
don’t want and Have Fun!

Joan Orr is the only Canadian member of
the Karen Pryor Clickertraining Clicker
Expo faculty. She is the producer of the
award winning Clicker Puppy training
DVD (www.doggonecrazy.ca), co-creator
of the board game Doggone Crazy!
and co-author of the book Getting
Started: Clicking with Your Rabbit
(www.clickertraining.com). Joan is also
the president and co-founder of Doggone
Safe, a non-profit organization dedicated
to dog bite prevention through education
(www.doggonesafe.com) and co-founder
of TAGteach International a company
that promotes marker-based positive
reinforcement in the teaching and coach-
ing of bumans (www.tagteach.com). Vs

The Budgerigar & Foreign Bird
Society of Canada (Inc.)

Treat Yourself to
Pets Quarterly

Would you like to join a club that has:
e Monthly bulletins (except for July and August).

e Monthly meetings (except for July and August)
and guest speakers at most monthly meetings.

e Qur young bird show is June 10 at the Banbury
Community Centre, 120 Banbury Road, Toronto,
Ontario.

e Qur Annual Show will be Oct 20 - 21 at the
Richmond Green Sports Centre, 1300 Elgin
Mills Road East, Richmond Hill, Ontario.

Whether a pet owner or breeder, everyone is
most welcome to our club. For more information:

Website: www.bfbsbirdclub.org

Or write:
BFBS
2901 Bayview Avenue
P.0. Box 91076
Toronto, Ontario M2K 2Y6
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View our Current Issue
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Communicate with our Editor
Contact Us

info@capmagazines.ca
www.petsquarterly.ca
Phone: 416 9551550
Fax: 416 9551391
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