Beginning Clicker
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You can teach a dog to do nearly anything it is physically able to do by using clicker training. This photo shows Coyote fundraising. He takes a dollar bill from a person and puts it into the bucket! He will do this all day long, with enthusiasm, because it was clicker trained.
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 Two clickers (showing top and bottom) and a wrist ring
What the heck is Clicker Training?        
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It used to be that to train a dog, you were taught to push, pull, and jerk on them. To get them to sit, you pushed their bottom down, to get them to come, you pulled them to you with the lead and to get them to heel, you jerked the leash whenever they were not in the right position. I admit, I used to train this way, but it wasn't very fun and I'm sure my dog wasn't enjoying it (his growling at me was not my first clue). I have since learned a much better way to train. It's fun, it works really well and it works faster than the old methods. Dogs also retain what they learn much longer because the dog is truly 'learning' the behavior. The dogs enjoy it, because it's not 'work' it's a game and success brings good things to the dog. 

It's called POSITIVE MOTIVATIONAL TRAINING (also known as 'clicker training'). If you have never trained a dog before, this will be easy for you to do. If you have used 'traditional' training methods, forget everything you learned and open your mind to a better way. I challenge you to try 'clicker training' for a month. Really give it a true try and decide for yourself if it's better. If there is a particular aspect of this type of training that is giving you trouble, have someone who is knowledgeable about positive training methods to help you. Feel free to talk to Chris about any problems you may be encountering. Each dog is an individual and there are many different approaches that can be used while still being positive and fun for you and the dog. 

How it works: The number one thing for you to remember about training dogs is-- DOG'S DO WHAT WORKS FOR THEM. By 'works' I mean, gets them what they want. When they figure out that they need to sit and wait patiently for the door to open, before they are allowed to go outside and chase squirrels, they are very likely to sit and wait (provided that dashing through a door as it's being opened doesn't ever get them the same thing). 

It's all about controlling their environment. You have tremendous control over your dog's environment; you just aren't making use of it. You can control when they eat, what they eat, where they sleep, when they go outside, what small part of the universe they get to explore, even if they live or die! If your dog wants it, it can be used as a reward. 

[image: image4.wmf]All things that dogs want are somewhere on an imaginary "reward scale". Table scraps are usually above kibble on the scale. Chasing moving objects is high on the scale for many dogs and baths are usually low. Things can change their position based on the environment. If your dog has just eaten a large meal, treats aren't going to motivate him as much as they do when he's hungry. Regardless of whether or not you are using these things consciously or not, they are rewarding the dog for SOMETHING each time the dog gets what he wants. If he scratches at the back door and you open it, he just learned that scratching the door works and he'll do it again in the future. If barking while he's outside makes you pay attention to him (even if it's negative attention in the form of you yelling), he will continue to bark because he craves attention. 

Anytime you notice something your dog wants, make him do what YOU want first. If he wants a scrap off your plate, he has to sit first. No sit-no scrap. If he wants attention, he has to sit first (not jump on you). No sit- no attention, turn away and ignore him. As soon as he's sitting, praise and pet him. Withholding the reward for not doing what you ask is very important. If he can get the treat for not sitting, why should he sit? The more often he gets rewarded for ignoring you, the more likely this behavior (ignoring) will be repeated in the future - because it works for the dog! If you don't have time to wait for the dog to comply, or you aren't willing to withhold the reward for non-compliance, don't ask anything of the dog. An example of this would be requiring that the dog sit before you let him out the door. If you are in a hurry to leave, and your dog doesn't do the sit reliably already, don't ask him to sit this time, because you won't be able to take the few minutes of waiting that may be required for the dog to figure out that "sit opens the door".

[image: image5.wmf]Unless you are starting with an 8-week-old pup, there is a good chance that your dog has already learned several things that have 'worked' for him. For example, he's probably learned that jumping up on you gets him attention (at least sometimes and even if it's 'negative' in the form of you pushing him off), staring at you or pawing at you while you eat sometimes gets him a tasty morsel, scratching or barking at the door makes you open it, and bringing you a toy usually causes you to play with him. So far, he has you pretty well trained! So now, we need to turn the tables a bit. 

What's a clicker? A clicker is a small device used to send an audible signal to the dog that says "that was correct and you will be getting a reward". So, you might ask, why not just give the dog the reward only. That works, but there are numerous situations where it's not possible to give the dog the reward at the exact instant that he's doing what you want (like when you progress to the point of the dog working a few feet away from you, or as he's going over a [image: image6.wmf]jump). Timing is critical. The clicker allows you to 'speak' to the dog in a language that is crystal clear. Dog's don't understand spoken words when they first hear them, but they do learn which words mean good things are about to happen (walk, ride, cookie, outside, dinner, etc.) The clicker is going to become the same kind of "predictor of good things" for the dog. It always sounds the same, regardless of your mood and it's distinctive and unique. It's not likely that you will use the clicker in everyday conversation with your family. 

Where do you get a clicker? Any training center that uses positive 'clicker' methods will sell them, some pet supply stores are now stocking them and they are available on-line from Dog Scouts of America. Most dog supply catalogs have them too. They are usually only a few dollars or less. Most are a small plastic box with an opening that exposes a flat piece of metal. When pressed, one end of the metal makes a 'click-click' sound, the other end of the metal is attached to the box, so it doesn't 'click'. There are also other varieties of clickers. Some are a bit more quiet and shaped like little bugs or animals. These are good for sound sensitive dogs who may find that the loudness of the regular clicker is hard on their ears. If your dog seems to shy away when you use a regular clicker, they may have sensitive hearing. Try a "bug" clicker, or use a retractable ink pen to create a quiet click. 

How to get started: First, you have to make the click mean something. You want it to be a signal that the dog is going to get a great treat. Always use something your dog REALLY likes as a reward. Don't use so-so treats like kibble because the dog won't be as motivated as if you used cooked chicken bits. Dogs will work the same for itty bitty pieces of treats as they do for big pieces. Also, lots of little pieces given one at a time are more rewarding than one big piece. This type of training requires the use of lots of treats and you don't want your dog to get overweight, so keep the pieces very very tiny. They really will work for crumbs, even the big dogs. Carrots work for some dogs and won't put weight on them. Don't use raisins or grapes though, they are toxic to dogs (so is chocolate and onions). 

To get the clicker to mean good things, you will first 'click', then give your dog a treat. This sounds simple enough, but there are a few more 'rules' to make your dog learn this concept much faster. First, don't keep the treats visible. If the dog sees the treats in your hand, THAT is what becomes the predictor of good things (not the click) so invest in a treat bag or put the treats in your pocket or keep them behind you back. At first, keeping them in your hand behind your back or on a near-by countertop may be best. The faster you can deliver the treat after you click, the faster the dog will learn what the click means. Just be sure the dog can't see the hand with the treats. The dog will know you have treats, this is fine. What he has to realize is, that even though you have treats on you, he doesn't get one till you click. It won't take many repetitions of this before the dog is giving you his full attention hoping you will click (and give him a treat). 
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Rule number two: Click ALWAYS means treat! If you only sometimes give a treat when you click, the click loses it's effectiveness. Just as if you told your dog "dinner time" then didn't feed him, at first he would still get excited, but if it happened often enough, "dinner time" would start to lose it's meaning. You want to keep the meaning of the click very clear, so always treat - even if you accidently clicked at the wrong time (this will have more meaning in a moment). When you have clicked and given a treat several times, test to see if your dog really knows what the click means. To do this, wait till the dog is distracted (not paying attention to you) and click. If the dog practically gives himself whiplash to turn and look to you for a treat, then he understands it and you can move on to the next step. If he ignored the click, the click doesn't mean anything yet and you need to do more repetitions of click-then treat.

[image: image8.wmf]He controls the click. The next step in starting your dog on clicker training is to get him to understand that it's his behavior that causes you to click and give him what he wants. To teach him this, and to let you practice your timing, you get to play a game. It's called "101 things to do with a cardboard box". It's an easy game to play. You will need a few things for this game: You, your dog, a clicker, lots of treats, a cardboard box of any size, and an environment with few distractions. You want the dog to play with you and the box, not the kids, cat, neighbor's dog, mailman, etc. If you choose to have your dog on lead, don't hold the lead in your hand. Either step on it or secure it to something solid. The dog needs to be able to get to both you and the box. Don't put the box down until you have your clicker and treats ready. Treats should be out of sight in a pouch or pocket. It is very important for you to catch the first investigative sniff of the box by clicking when the dog investigates. The goal of the game is to get the dog to do as many different things with/to the box as HE can think of. What he does with it is his choice at this point. You are not going to be saying anything to the dog or indicating with body signals what the dog should do. Remember, dogs don't know what we are saying most of the time anyway, and babbling at them interrupts their thinking process. The idea is to let them think and figure out this "puzzle". We are teaching them to 'think and learn'. If you constantly do the thinking for them by giving signals and cues, the dog is not learning, he's [image: image9.wmf]reacting. 

[image: image10.wmf][image: image11.wmf]Until the dog figures out that it's his interaction with the box that is causing the click, it helps to have the box between you and the dog. This way, he's more likely to look at it (click this), step on it (click this), trip over it (click this), etc. Think of the clicker as a camera shutter. You are trying to click at the instant that you would be taking a picture of him doing whatever behavior you are looking for. Create an imaginary photo album of your training progress. Once the dog knows that it's his interaction that is causing you to click, you can try to get new behaviors. You will know the dog understands this, because you will see him deliberately make contact in some way with the box, then look at you for a treat. You will also find, that at this stage, he will keep repeating what is working. If he can get a treat by touching the box with his nose, he will continue to do this for as long as it works. If after a few repetitions, touching the box STOPS working, (meaning you no longer click/treat this particular behavior) it's likely that he will try a slight variation of the touch to see if he can get the box to work again. He may try pushing the box with his nose, or may try biting the box. You will now begin to click/treat the new behavior for a few repetitions. 

Our goal is to click/treat the dog for as many different ways of interacting with the box as possible. This teaches the dog that A) his behavior controls the click and B) teaches him that trying new things is good and may get him a treat. This last part is very difficult for some dogs that have been trained using 'traditional' methods. This is because every time they 'guessed wrong' about what the handler wanted, they got a correction (leash pop, stern voice, etc.) They learn that it's dangerous and not good to try new things because it's likely to bring on something negative. We need to teach them that it's O.K. and good to try new things. Some dogs offer new behaviors so fast, that you can click a different behavior each time they contact the box. There is no 'set pattern' for this game. 

A possible sequence may go like this: 

Dog sniffs the box - Click as he's sniffing and give him a treat 
Dog sniffs the box again - Click/-Treat
Dog sniffs the box, you ignore the behavior.
Dog pushes the box a bit with his nose, Click-Treat
Dog pushes the box a bit harder, Click-Treat
Dog pushes the box, you ignore and wait for a new behavior
Dog tries pushing, then puts his teeth on the box Click-Treat

What you are doing is clicking each time the dog interacts with the box at first to let him know that interacting with the box is what is making you click. You may have to click/treat the dog for just looking at it to start. It is very interesting to see how creative they can get to get you to click. Remember, dogs do what works for them. So if you haven't clicked in the past 15 seconds, the dog may think "the box has stopped working" and will then ignore the box. The biggest mistake people make with this is expecting too much from the dog too fast. You may have to Click/Treat sniffing several times before the dog is willing to try an alternative behavior (besides ignoring the box) when you no longer Click-Treat sniffing. Don't hesitate to Click-Treat a repeated behavior or even the slightest interest in the box if your dog starts losing interest. Keep the box working. 

"It's too confusing". If you are having any trouble with this, please talk to Chris. Once you see it "in action" and get some help with timing (the most common beginner's error), you will see that this is a very easy method to use and the dogs learn faster and retain knowledge MUCH longer. You only need the clicker in your hand to teach new behaviors. 

"I don't have enough hands!"- Trying to hold the leash, clicker and treats can be hard. If you are staying in one place while training, step on the dog's leash (or don't use one). If you are moving while training (such as with the heel), get a leash short enough so that you can clip it to your waist and it won't get tangled in the dog's legs. Treats should be kept in a pocket or pouch or on a surface nearby. 

Main Points to remember:
Dogs do what works for them (and quit doing what doesn't work) A click is always followed by a treat. The dog's behavior controls when you click. What happens AFTER your dog does something is what determines if that behavior will be repeated or not. Cues do not cause behavior, a solid reward history does. Cues simply let the dog know which behavior is likely to be rewarded.

Don't name it till you have it: Another difference between this training method and 'traditional' methods is when you name a behavior. In traditional methods, you usually started saying the command as you put the dog into position. Granted, this did eventually work, but it's a slow process for the dog and mentally taxing. In positive training, we get the behavior first, then put it on cue. This is a hard concept for people to grasp because we are a language-based species. But dogs have a limited vocal language and they don't readily understand our spoken language. If we are able to get the dog to offer a particular behavior several times and build a strong reward history for performing that behavior, when we add the verbal cue, both the behavior and the cue will be learned much faster! 

[image: image12.wmf]An example: If you are trying to teach your dog to go through an agility tunnel, but the dog is fearful of the tunnel, you would not want to keep saying "tunnel" as you try to get the dog to go through it. There are a few reasons that giving a verbal cue first in this situation is worse than waiting. A) the dog doesn't yet know what 'tunnel' means. B) your repeating of the word tunnel forces his brain to process the word (to see if he knows it) each time you say it. Granted, this only takes a fraction of a second, but it interrupts his thinking process. C) if the dog is hesitant or fearful of what you are trying to teach, the dog is going to associate those feelings with the word. 

So let's try a different approach. Stay quiet and let the dog explore the tunnel on his own. Click/treat if he sniffs it, Click/treat if he puts his head in it, Click/treat if he puts a foot in it. You are forming a positive association to the tunnel and letting the dog find out on his own that it's not scary - quite the opposite, it brings treats! The dog will be more confident about going into it if you let him explore it at a pace he is comfortable with. It will only take one short session for a dog that really understands the clicker, to be confidently going through the tunnel. NOW, you can add a verbal cue. Anytime you add or change a cue, you add the new cue a second or two prior to the old cue. For Example: In the case above, the presence of the tunnel was the original cue. To add a verbal cue, you would say 'tunnel' as you walk toward the tunnel. This way, the dog will quickly learn to ANTICIPATE going through the tunnel when he hears the word tunnel. He no longer needs to 'think' about how to go through the tunnel, so he can concentrate fully on learning the meaning of the verbal cue. The verbal cue is no longer an interruption of his thinking process and he will associate the word with a fun activity (rather than a scary one). 

Be patient & let the dog think! Don't chatter to the dog or do the thinking for him by using body or verbal cues. Wait till the dog has learned the behavior BEFORE you name it

If you have any trouble, contact Chris or a local 'clicker trainer'.
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