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Excitement relived 
Four nights of shows from 
The Band showcase the group
at the height of their power.
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Anyone who has ever had a
canine friend has no doubt
thought: “I wish we spoke
the same language!” 

We tell our pets to come,
we ask them to sit,
we suggest they
get their muddy
wee paws off the
couch. 

Sometimes the
results are breath-
taking, as if their
minds and ours
are one. More
often than not, we
might as well be
talking to the
couch. 

It is times like these
when a dog trainer
becomes our other best
friend. 

There are a variety of
training methods to choose
from, which vary in the
equipment and techniques
involved. 

One method stands out
among veterinary medical
associations, canine behav-

iourists and animal welfare
groups for its effectiveness
and humane treatment of
our furry friends. 

This method, known as
positive reinforce-
ment, is based on a
very simple concept:
encourage the
behaviour you want
by giving a reward
for it. 

One of the many
benefits of positive
reinforcement train-
ing is that it helps
your dog learn how
to make good choic-
es for him or herself.

Pat Miller, an interna-
tionally renowned dog
trainer, discovered this
through her years of experi-
ence.

“By receiving rewards
for desired behaviours, your
dog learns how to choose to
do the right thing, rather
than just how to avoid
doing the wrong thing,” she
writes in The Power of Posi-

tive Dog Training. “He
learns how to think.”

So, instead of having a
dog that you are constantly
pulling, prodding and cor-
recting, you have a dog that
chooses to walk nicely
beside you. 

She or he has learned
that certain behaviours are
more rewarding than oth-
ers and will happily choose
to do them.

Clicker training has
become a popular form of
dog training because it pro-
vides a way to tell a dog
what behaviours get him
the treats (i.e. the behav-
iours you want).  

Clicker trainers teach
their dogs two fundamental
rules:

1. When they hear a
click, they get a treat.

2. The click only happens
when they do specific
behaviours.

Once you and your dog
understand these rules,
your dog becomes a willing
participant, eager to repeat
the rewarding behaviours
that are marked by a click.
This form of training has
proven effective in many

species and is finding
human applications in ath-
letics, industry, physical
therapy and speech train-
ing.

One of the common crit-

icisms of positive reinforce-
ment training is that it is
not as immediate as meth-
ods that rely on force,
intimidation and pain.

It can take time for your

Clicker training is used in animal shelters to help dogs learn good manners and become more adoptable. Here, veterinary student and clicker trainer Mary-Claire Sanderson
trains Judy to sit at the P.E.I. Humane Society. PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY LINDA LUCKER

Positive reinforcement training 
makes for well-trained, happy dogs

Positive reinforcement training requires very simple equipment.
Tasty liver treats make a great reward, left, clickers work as effec-
tive behaviour markers, centre, and a treat pouch gives you quick
and easy access to your treats. 
PHOTO SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN BY MARYCLAIRE SANDERSON

Quick questions
u What is clicker training?

Clicker training is a form
of positive reinforcement
training that uses a click
sound as a marker for
good behaviour.

u What is a marker?
A marker is a cue that

happens when your dog
performs a good behav-
iour, and must always be
followed by a reward. A
marker can be a sound,
like a click or a whistle, or
a visual cue for deaf ani-
mals, like a specific hand
gesture. 

u How do I know if a dog
trainer uses positive rein-
forcement?
Feel free to ask to observe
a class! An experienced
trainer will be familiar
with the terminology.
Three trainers who use
these methods on P.E.I. are
Rainbow Paw Dog Train-
ing
(www.rainbowpaw.ca),
Canine Company Clicker
Training
(www.caninecompany.ca)
and Courteous Canine
Training Services
(www.courteous-
canine.com).
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dog to start making his or
her own choices. However,
with positive based train-
ing, there is little to no risk
of your dog developing the
problems that can accom-
pany fear-based training,
such as aggression and
stress. 

The time you spend
teaching your dog how to
think for himself or herself
is well invested — you 
will gain a better under-
standing of how your dog
thinks and a healthy rela-
tionship with your dog in
return.

“Training is about trust
and relationships,” states
Pat Miller. Positive rein-
forcement training creates
a relationship based on
good communication and
mutual respect between
you and your canine com-
panion. 

And who knows? You
and your dog may find a
common language all your
own.

Next month: Barn cats
on P.E.I.

Mary-Claire Sanderson is a veterinary stu-
dent at the Atlantic Veterinary College and
a clicker trainer at the P.E.I. Humane Socie-
ty, one of the member groups of the P.E.I.

Companion Animal Welfare Initiative
(CAWI). Animal Talk is a monthly column
in The Guardian produced by CAWI, the

goal of which is to improve the welfare of
owned and unowned companion animals
on P.E.I. CAWI consists of the P.E.I. Humane

Society, SpayAid, Cat Action Team, P.E.I.
Veterinary Medical Association, P.E.I.

Department of Agriculture and Forestry,
and Sir James Dunn Animal Welfare Centre
at the Atlantic Veterinary College. Links to
each of these groups are at gov.pe.ca/agri-
culture/CAWI. Readers are invited to send

questions related to the well-being of
owned and unowned companion animals

to cawipei@gmail.com.


