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What is clicker training? 

Clicker training is a science-based method (the 
jargon is operant conditioning using positive 
reinforcement via a conditioned reinforcer—the 
clicker) of teaching animals different behaviors 
using a sound marker to inform the animal when 
they have the correct answer with placement of 
their body.  Once the behavior has been indicated 
with the marker, the animal is rewarded.  

This method of training is widely used by dog 
trainers, but more significant, it is also used by 
wild animal trainers who need ways to teach 
behaviors without using physical force.  Clicker 
training also makes it possible to train from a 
distance; a real plus when working with many wild 
species in the zoos and marine parks. 

No corrections, no “No’s!”

In traditional training, you “command” the dog 
to do something and reward after the task is 
completed, or punish if it is not done- even if 
the dog doesn’t know what you want yet.   With 
clicker training you eliminate anxiety that is 
created using punishment (and/or the fear of 
punishment), and, instead, teach him or her what 
you do want.  

Through the use of a clicker you are also able to 
watch for behaviors you like, and then when they 
happen, you mark the behavior with the click and 
reward (food, a pat, praise or play with a favorite 
toy can all be considered rewards if they are 
motivators for the dog and increase the behavior). 
The dog then has to think about what he/she did 
to get you to click, and will often try the behavior 

again, giving you the opportunity to click and 
reward again.  In very little time, the dog will begin 
to offer you behaviors in hopes of being clicked.  

Clicker training “compliments” the dog as the 
desired behavior takes place, not after it is done, 
which is important for clarity.  Think of it this way; 
when you have accomplished something important 
to you, and you share that accomplishment with 
a friend, family member or spouse, immediate 
feedback is very reinforcing.  If, however, the 
person simply says, “That’s nice,” most people 
would be disappointed and many would not share 
with that person again.  Clicker training provides 
instant feedback, which allows the dog to “win” 
each time he/she does something you like, rather 
than after it’s all over.  No punishment needed. 

Using a clicker to teach your dog can result in many amazing 
behaviors.  Austin was taught to “take” things and he is seen 
here pulling his training bag for a photo that I could use in 
handouts!
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In terms of dogs:  They do what works to get what 
they want! Clicker training teaches them how to 
get the things they want, all the while cooperating 
with us.

In terms of humans:  You have what most dogs 
want- you have the food, treats, walks, toys, play 
time, etc.  All you have to do is to “catch” the 
dog doing something good and give them one 
of those rewards and they are likely to do that 
behavior again.  You are going to give our dogs 
all those things anyway, so why not have the dog 
earn them.  After all, you have to earn our way 
in life, so should your dog.  The best part about 
this type of training is that it not only builds a 
relationship between humans and dogs, it opens 
up communication between two different species.  
Clicker training forces humans to look closely 
at dog behavior, and in turn,  allows them to 
champion all the great things dogs can offer, both 
behaviorally and emotionally.

Most people spend too many minutes of the 
day telling our dogs “No” and precious few 
acknowledging when they are being good. Just 
imagine how likely your dog will offer the “nice” 
behaviors if you acknowledged your dog with 
rewards and/or quiet praise every time he/she 
was lying quietly, chewing a bone or offering 
a sit.  Also, imagine how a relationship can be 
broken if all you are doing is finding fault in 
the dog and admonishing or punishing his/her 
natural behaviors.  We have to teach our dogs 
the rules for living with us in a language they can 
understand.  Clicker training gives us that language.

Frequently asked questions about clicker 
training

Clicker training has been around for many years in 
the dog training community.  The clicker is a sound 
maker that reinforces a desired behavior with 
more precision and accuracy than verbal praise. 

Why a clicker and not a word to mark the 
desired behavior

1. The clicker is quicker and is without emotion  
sometimes included in a person’s voice.  That 
means, anyone can use it and get the same 
results.

2. The clicker gets to the cortex of the brain- 
like a startle response, but in a good way so its 
message is faster than our words.

3. The clicker can travel distance better.

4. Humans tend to have poor timing when 
training dogs; the clicker speeds the timing up 
and gets faster results.

5. When humans are too slow to “reward” the 
desired behavior the dog will have trouble 
making the association between the reward 
and the behavior. For example: if you ask the 
dog to “sit” and the dog is jumping up just 
as you get the reward to him, you have just 
reinforced the jumping up!  The clicker marks 
the exact behavior desired and then the 
reward is given-- fewer timing mistakes.

Note:  If you do choose to use a marker word, 
rather than the clicker, be sure to pick a word that 
is fast and try to use is the same way each time.  
The word, “Yep” is a good example.

What are the advantages of clicker 
training verses traditional training?

	It is an accurate maker for the desired 
behaviors a dog presents.

	It works at a distance.

	Your dog doesn’t have to look at you to 
understand what he is doing is correct.

	Your dog benefits from the relationship that 
positive reinforcement provides, and often 
shows excitement at the new communication 
he/she has with you.

	Clicking for good behavior can help fix bad 
behavior.  Click the dog when his paws are on 
the ground rather than wrestling with the dog 
as he/she jumps all over you. Instead of yelling 
at your dog for barking, click for silence.

	Short clicker sessions throughout the day, 
rather than having to commit to long training 
sessions makes the training fun for both the 
dog and the humans.

	It makes training easy!
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Getting started:

Before starting on any clicker training exercises, 
please remind yourself of the basic “rules” that 
were created by Karen Pryor. (In the next section)  
In addition, consider the following as you learn 
about this amazing communication tool:

	Always follow every click with a reward.  You 
have about 3 seconds, so don’t panic about 
getting the reward to the animal.  However, 
be ready with your rewards so you are not 
fumbling around is a bait bag, trying to get 
them out of a pocket, etc. after your click.  It’s 
very important that the click comes first, then 
the reward.

	Try to be quiet during your training sessions.  
You are encouraged to praise the dog, but wait 
until after he has received the click.  By holding 
your praise until after the click it allows the 
dog a chance to figure things out.  Praise and 
pet the dog after the click/reward to make 
your voice more of a reward as you pair these 
things together.  

	Stand tall and make soft eye contact with the 
dog as long as the dog is comfortable with 
your gaze.  Keep your clicker hand steady 
when you click and avoid pointing it at the dog.  
When you reward, take your time, don’t jerk 
your hand when you click, or hover over your 
dog to reward.  You want this to be smooth 
and nonthreatening.  Practice without a dog 
as you are learning.  This will help you get 
the mechanics down without the pressure of 
making a mistake.

	Pay close attention to your timing.  When you 
are teaching something new or working in a 
distracting situation, you need to click as soon 
as the dog commits to the behavior.  You get 
what you click, so be mindful of your timing 
and click as soon as the behavior happens.  It 
helps to have a clear picture in you mind as to 
what the finished product will look like before 
you begin so you can click the exact behavior 
when it is offered by the dog.

Karen Pryor’s 15 rules for clicker training:
Karen Pryor started her career as a dolphin 
trainer using clicker training to teach sea mammals 
to preform complex behaviors .  From her 
experiences in dolphin training she brought the 
concepts and ideas to the dog training world.  Her 
book:  Don’t Shoot the Dog is highly regarded 
not only in the dog training world, but the human 
psychology field as well.  For more information 
about Karen Pryor and her programs visit her 
website at:  www.clickertraining.com 

From Clickertraining.com:  
Clicker training is a science-based way to communicate 
with your pet. It’s easier to learn than standard 
command-based training. You can clicker train any kind 
of animal, of any age. Puppies love it. Old dogs learn 
new tricks. You can clicker-train cats, birds, and other 
pets as well. Here are some simple tips to get you 
started. 

1. Push and release the springy end of the 
clicker, making a two-toned click. Then 
treat. Keep the treats small. Use a delicious 
treat at first: for a dog or cat, little cubes of 
roast chicken, not a lump of kibble. 

2. Click DURING the desired behavior, not 
after it is completed. The timing of the click 
is crucial. Don’t be dismayed if your pet 
stops the behavior when it hears the click. 
The click ends the behavior. Give the treat 
after that; the timing of the treat is not 
important. 

3. Click when your dog or other pet does 
something you like. Begin with something 
easy that the pet is likely to do on its own. 
(Ideas: sit; come toward you; touch your 
hand with its nose; lift a foot; touch and 
follow a target object such as a pencil or a 
spoon.) 

4. Click once (in-out.) If you want to 
express special enthusiasm, increase the 
number of treats, not the number of clicks. 

5. Keep practice sessions short. Much more 
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is learned in three sessions of five minutes 
each than in an hour of boring repetition. 
You can get dramatic results, and teach 
your pet many new things, by fitting a few 
clicks a day here and there in your normal 
routine. 

6. Fix bad behavior by clicking good behavior. 
Click the puppy for relieving itself in the 
proper spot. Click for paws on the ground, 
not on the visitors. Instead of scolding 
for making noise, click for silence. Cure 
leash-pulling by clicking and treating those 
moments when the leash happens to go 
slack. 

7. Click for voluntary (or accidental) 
movements toward your goal. You may 
coax or lure the animal into a movement 
or position, but don’t push, pull, or hold 
it. Let the animal discover how to do the 
behavior on its own. If you need a leash for 
safety’s sake, loop it over your shoulder or 
tie it to your belt. 

8. Don’t wait for the “whole picture” or the 
perfect behavior. Click and treat for small 
movements in the right direction. You 
want the dog to sit, and it starts to crouch 
in back: click. You want it to come when 
called, and it takes a few steps your way: 
click and reward. 

9. Keep raising your goal. As soon as you have 
a good response-when a dog, for example, 
is voluntarily lying down, coming toward 
you, or sitting repeatedly-start asking for 
more. Wait a few beats, until the dog stays 
down a little longer, comes a little further, 
sits a little faster. Then click. This is called 
“shaping” a behavior. 

10. When your animal has learned to do 
something for clicks, it will begin showing 
you the behavior spontaneously, trying to 
get you to click. Now is the time to begin 
offering a cue, such as a word or a hand 
signal. Start clicking for that behavior if 
it happens during or after the cue. Start 

ignoring that behavior when the cue wasn’t 
given. 

11. Don’t order the animal around; clicker 
training is not command-based. If your 
pet does not respond to a cue, it is not 
disobeying; it just hasn’t learned the cue 
completely. Find more ways to cue it 
and click it for the desired behavior. Try 
working in a quieter, less distracting place 
for a while. If you have more than one pet, 
separate them for training, and let them 
take turns. 

12. Carry a clicker and “catch” cute behaviors 
like cocking the head, chasing the tail, or 
holding up one foot. You can click for many 
different behaviors, whenever you happen 
to notice them, without confusing your pet. 

13. If you get mad, put the clicker away. Don’t 
mix scolding, leash jerking, and correction 
training with clicker training; you will lose 
the animal’s confidence in the clicker and 
perhaps in you. 

14. If you are not making progress with a 
particular behavior, you are probably 
clicking too late. Accurate timing is 
important. Get someone else to watch 
you, and perhaps to click for you, a few 
times. 

15. Above all, have fun. Clicker training is a 
wonderful way to enrich your relationship 
with any learner. 

You get what you click, so practice

Continuing education for pet parents focuses on 
the mantra that “Training is a Mechanical Skill.”  
Clicker training can feel awkward in the beginning, 
but you will get the hang of it as you practice!  It’s 
no different than learning any new skill – tennis, 
playing the piano, calligraphy, riding a motorcycle—
will take time for your brain and your body to get 
in sync.

To make learning the mechanics of clicker training 
easier will involve being prepared.  Have your 
clicker and treats ready in your hands when you 
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are training so you don’t have to fumble and dig 
around trying to get into your bait bag (which 
always seems to follow Murphy’s law and is closed 
when you need the treat).  Also, use treats you 
can easily handle without dropping them all over, 
especially in the early learning stages when you 
don’t need another thing to think about.  Finally, 
keep an eye on your dog and pay attention to 
him or her so you don’t miss opportunities to 
click.  Those missed opportunities can lead to 
frustration for both you and the dog.

Here are some ideas for practicing your 
timing and mechanics without a dog:

	Have some treats (or candy if you want to 
reward yourself) in your hand and an empty 
bowl or cup in front of you.  Set a timer for 
30-45 seconds and then click and reward into 
the cup or bowl, paying careful attention to 
the fact that the click should come first, and 
then the treat.  

	Do the same thing, but with less treats in your 
hand so you have to reload from a treat pouch 
from time to time.

	Click to a dripping faucet and feed your bowl 
or cup a reward on each click, remembering to 
click first, and then feed.

	Use the pause or stop button on your 
television remote control to “stop” a behavior 
such as people turning their head to the left.

	Have someone bounce a ball for you to click 
and practice feeding your cup or bowl. 

Luring and capturing

Many behaviors are easy to get started (that you 
can then click) by using a food lure.  Your goal, 
however, should be to fade the lure as soon as the 
dog has the behavior.  By getting rid of the lure 
quickly, you will not have a dog that is dependent 
on having food to get the behavior.

You can also capture behaviors and may need 
to with some dogs that are not “getting” what 
you want from them.  Try to click as the dog is 
doing the desired behavior, not waiting for the 

complete behavior so your dog associates the 
click and reward with the movement of his/her 
body.  That will make it much easier for the dog to 
understand the click came with some action. 

Adding the cue

It used to be thought that cues should only be 
added after the dog has the behavior, and that 
is a fine way to add the cue.  However, you can 
put cues up front as well, and dogs seem to get it 
figured out.  The main thing, no matter when you 
add the cue, is that you don’t repeat it after you 
issue it.  This is true of hand signals as well.

If the dog is stuck at any point, just say,  “All done,” 
and move to a different location to try again.  This 
often will do the trick, but if not, it is time to 
reassess if the dog is ready for the step you are 
working on.

Limit your training sessions

Clicker training is hard mental work, not to 
mention the physical side of things, so be sure that 
you don’t go too long during any session.  Take 
lots of breaks in-between and make sure you 
are allowing the dog to get drinks of water, go 
potty or get a little play session, to break up the 
monotony… “all work and no play...”

Ready to train

To condition the clicker so it has some meaning to 
the dog, you will simply click and treat a behavior 
like sit about 10 times.  Have your dog get up 
between each click/treat so you can cue him to sit 
again.

You are building a conditioned response by pairing 
the click and the food,  and after about 10 clicks, 
your dog should understand that “sit,” is what is 
making the food happen.  

Try it with other behaviors now!  You can wait 
for your dog to offer something that you like, and 
then click and reinforce.  Good things to work 
on are eye contact, down, waiting at a door, and 
anything else you might like.


