                                  Dog Scouts of America

The Art of Shaping
Training Instructions

After you have made the association (bridge) between the unconditioned reinforcer (treat) and the reward marker (clicker) you can "shape" any behavior by rewarding each successive approximation of the behavior.  In plain English, this means that you can teach the dog to wave, paint, play musical instruments, press elevator buttons and turn on light switches, by first rewarding the more simple, or "partial" behavior of lifting a paw slightly off the floor.  Because chances are, you're not going to just happen to "catch" him painting, playing musical instruments and pressing elevator buttons on his own (the complete behavior) so that you can reward it (respondent learning).

You could wait until the dog lifts his paw up for some reason on his own (pure shaping).  But, it would be a far more efficient use of your time if you were to be able to "elicit" the paw raising behavior, and then shape it to be a higher and higher "wave."  You can do this by teaching the dog to "paw" your hand.  

Show the dog a yummie treat.  Enclose it in your hand (fist).  Try to get the dog interested in it.  Let him sniff it, try to lick it, nuzzle it.  He will become frustrated at his inability to open the hand.  He may resort to digging or pawing at the hand.  The minute he does, give the reward mark (RM), to tell the dog, "BINGO!" that's the behavior I want, and give the reward (turn your hand over and open up your palm, exposing the treat for him to eat).  Pretty soon, the dog sees that this operates just like a slot machine--you smack the "lever" and the treats roll out.

Now that you have the "hand-smacking" behavior, simply elevate your hand, little by little, until the dog has to reach for it.  Move your hand away as he goes to smack it, during one of those great reaches, and let him smack the thin air and reward that (click and treat).  From then on, only reward swipes in the air.  Do not reward re-directed scratching (some dogs will try to dig at your leg, or anything else within reach, rather than to paw the air).  Only reward a big wave.

If you want to get the dog to paint, you will need multiple strokes of the paw on one cue, so don't name the behavior yet.  Wait until you get a double or triple wave to name it "wave" or whatever you'd like.  Then, get the dog to perform multiple "strokes" while in front of an easel.  Reward (click and treat) repeated, long strokes on the object you choose.  Add the proper tools (paint’n paw) and you have an artist!  You may want to rename the interactive (making contact with another object) waving.  You could call the interactive strokes "paint" or something.  Make sure you have the behavior you want, before you name it.
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