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1. Why train?  
Much of the established methods of clicker training originated with captive animals or from people 
interested in developing the clicker training science. These techniques are not necessarily appropriate 
for dog-owner trainers who share their lives and homes with their dogs. 

My agenda begins with the dogs and I use training to explore my dogs’ potential and personalities. At 
the same time we enjoy exceptionally rich quality time together in the process. This colours my 
approach to selecting and developing training techniques that are as dog friendly as possible. In many 
instances it may take longer since I avoid adding pressure to the dog, causing unnecessary frustration 
or betraying the teacher-learner trust. 

F O R  T H E  B E N E F I T  O F  T H E  D O G  
With our busy lifestyles we do not always have as much time as we would wish for to spend with our 
dogs. It becomes more important that the time we have is good quality for both us and the dogs. 
Going for a walk may contribute to our physical well-being, but often does not enhance our relation- 
ship. The dogs are very often involved in their own agenda, as are we, and shared pleasures may not 
be obvious. I may take an interest in wild life, but not in wearing the local badger’s toilet. Equally the 
dogs have little interest in what trees are blooming, dying or have fallen over. 

Personally my favourite time I connect with the dogs as individuals is when grooming and training. For 
each dog I look to balance mental and physical development, as a healthy adult canine and for my 
particular interests.  

C O G N I T I V E  M E N T A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  
Your dog’s mental capacity, speed of thinking and lateral thinking will develop through learning. As 
puppies their brains are designed to develop different skills at different periods. New neural pathways 
connecting more parts of the brain are laid down as their learning makes demands on more storage 
space and routing systems. Their brains will go on developing if the demand is maintained. Learning is 
not restricted to the young, it is a lifeskill, a muscle that needs to be exercised, pushed, opposed, 
strengthened and used regularly. 

With regular teaching sessions we can ensure excellent mental development and a mutually enjoyable 
time. Learning will not be restricted to just the dogs either, they will teach us as much as we think we 
are teaching them. 

They develop: 

AWARENESS of the click and the absence of the click. The awareness that they control the 
outcome and your reactions. 
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ABILITY TO ANALYSE themselves. What happened that caused the click, how to repeat 
it. This involves memory development. Could it be where the dog is or an action that it 
is are doing? This encourages lateral thinking. 

MENTAL STAMINA to work for solutions, to try harder and to be able to work for longer 
periods. 

CONCENTRATION against distractions and collating information from experience. They 
learn to focus and ignore distracting stimuli. 

PUZZLE SOLVING SKILLS that can be transferred to real life situations. 

CREATIVITY and an ability to entertain us, suggest behaviours that we may like to 
reinforce. Creative dogs used to be known as naughty dogs. 

MEMORY SKILLS of what works, what doesn't work. Remembering the cues for over 100 
different behaviours, situations, routines and friends. 

CONCEPTS AND ADVANCED THINKING. High level puzzle solving that brings many other 
skills together. Self-confidence to explore and suggest solutions. Analyse opportunities for 
repetition. 

ADAPTABILITY through a rich range of different learning experiences that demand mental 
gymnastics. This enhances their coping mechanism and ability to adapt to stress. 

INNER CONFIDENCE through experiential learning success. A confident (normal) dog will 
not fear failure and keep striving for success. 

Most importantly they maintain a desire to learn, an inquisitive mind that enjoys new situations and 
never hesitates when opportunities arrive.  

L E A R N I N G  I S  A  T H R E E  W A Y  I N T E R A C T I O N  
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If learning is making slow progress, or becoming too complex to acquire, then all three elements need 
to be examined for improvement. In my experience it is very rarely the learner that needs 
improvement, it is the teacher or the programme that needs to be changed. 

As much as this course focuses on  the foundation of teaching targets, it is also about your own 
learning, developing or improving skills and experience.  

O P T I M U M  L E A R N I N G  E N V I R O N M E N T  
This must be the ideal place to teach for both you and your learner. It may be your kitchen, your 
garden or a special training area. 

Check: 

e the work surface gives the dog confidence, when food is thrown it can easily be seen. 
e there are minimal distractions from other dogs, scents, people, technology (no phones!) etc. 
e the dog is comfortable in this area, able to settle down and when training is completed relaxes 

quickly 
e you are comfortable in the area, have a good chair, place to takes notes 
e any equipment needed is ready close to hand 
e the time of day may be varied, but suits both you and the dog for energy levels. 
e the “do not disturb” sign has been placed on the door 

 
If you have anxieties about learning at any time in your past history, it is very rarely the subject that is at 
fault, but the teacher, or the programme that the teacher had to work within. You cannot “hate” maths. 
If it is taught to you at your learning pace with passion and motivation you can learn and enjoy it at the 
same time. Most learning is turned sour by the speed of the teaching forcing the learner to over reach 
themselves and thereby fail. A dog cannot “hate” obedience or “hate” repetition. It becomes the 
responsibility of the teacher to continually analyse progress, make change to the program or their 
teaching style. At every stage, as the teacher, you must seek evidence that the dog is comfortable in its 
learning and what it is learning is what you think you are teaching. 

When you watch great teachers, of any subject or any type of pupil, they will have common skills in 
place. Some of these are innate and some are acquired through experience and practice: 

TIMING SKILLS: an ability to observe that the correct action is about to take place and the 
click is on the mark. Movement of actions, the speed of the reward and the pace of the 
lesson, all suit the learner’s speed. 

COMMUNICATION: great teachers speak the language of their pupil. At their speed, with 
clarity and continually checking understanding. They avoid presumptions made about 
prior knowledge, they draw the best from their learners. 

SETTING UP THE LEARNING: an ability to ensure that the learner is curious, motivated and 
easily acquires the learning without stress. For the very sensitive learners: an errorless 
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programme. For the strong learners: room to explore and to experience the correct 
proportion of failure and success. 

GOOD PLANNING: a clear idea of how the learning may progress. Whether the outcome or 
the process is the key objective. 

PATIENCE IS KNOWLEDGE DISGUISED: yup. When your patience is wearing thin, remind 
yourself of this. Observing your super-learner (a dog) go through their puzzling, is a very 
precious and privileged moment, to be savoured and enjoyed. 

REINFORCEMENT PROCESSES: rewards need to be planned to compliment the learning 
and the achievement. They need to be delivered in varied patterns, stimulating and 
interesting. 

ENJOY THE TEACHING PROCESS: learning to have fun in your lesson is critical. Dogs are 
fun animals. They are naughty, cheeky, testing, creative, inquisitive and make us smile 
without telling jokes. 

CREATIVITY: keeping the lessons full of imaginative ideas, new objects, new places, crazy 
cues. 

ORGANISED LESSONS: keep records of what you are teaching, progress made, analyse 
areas in need of extra time, assess yourself, your learner, your programme and continually 
plan your forward progress. 

 

2. What are Targets? 
A target is anything that cues a behaviour, it is a stimulus, that can be an object, a location or part 
of a person. For the sake of clarity we shall refer to our outcomes as goal behaviours not the 
commonly used target behaviours.  

The information the target gives to the dog should be:  

e  the action, or movement 
e the specific body part  
e and/or a location 

Careful planning will equip the dog with a range of target skills, these can be combined in different 
equations to give access to some very complicated behaviours. Good target training and 
planning opens up a whole new range of easily taught behaviours. 

Targets are mostly employed as temporary teaching tools that can be replaced with new cues at 
any time. As temporary teaching aids their use facilitates understanding and acquisition of the 
final cue which is stronger because the target will disappear. 
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Keep a good record of your targets as you may need to refresh and re-use them in the future. Make 
sure they are clearly visible and easily discriminated by the dog. The Border Collies can discriminate 
between two balls - a golf ball and a ping-pong ball. The Gordons can also discriminate, but by scent, 
rather than sight, which means they need to be much closer to smell the target. Their vision is suited 
for long distance, they do not watch their prey for tiny movements as the collies do. Do not rely on 
different colours, variety in shape and material is safer. 

T A R G E T S  O N  S T I C K S  
A target stick needs an object on the end. A stick without a specific “touch” zone will not develop 
precision teaching. Once an object has been taught to a specific body part, a paw, nose, chin, etc., 
the object can be transferred to the target stick allowing an extension to your arm. This is ideal for the 
very small and very large dogs, and teaching an action with a target stick reduces the body language. 
Our body movements can inhibit the action, with crowding, poor balance or pressure by proximity. 

We shall be using a measuring cup on a stick.  

T H R E E  T A R G E T S  -  T H R E E  P R O C E S S E S  
Through the short course we shall be teaching different types of targets with different methods of 
acquisition 

e  Luring a chin target 
e  Shaping a step on or step in 
e  Follow a cup on a stick 

You may then choose another type of action/target and we shall be using the targets for transferring 
the behaviours.  

E X E R C I S E : L U R I N G  T H E  C H I N  T A R G E T  
For this exercise you will need:  

e suitable small mat or cloth as the target the dog will rest their chin/throat onto.  
e pot of treats, with a lid 
e surface that is chin height to your dog. This can be a chair, or similar.  

Initially we shall let the dog become familiar with the surface, and I would like you to place the pot of 
treats at the back of the chair seat. All we want is for the dog to be comfortable standing close to the 
chair, with their chest near the seat, looking at the pot of treats.  

If they need help, then open the pot and rest your fingers on the treats giving them a good rummage 
to elicit interest. When this occurs, mark it, with a clicker if you are familiar with using one, or a word 
(“cool”), then collect the treat and give it to the dog where they are standing.  



TARGET FOUNDATIONS SHORT COURSE 

© Kay Laurence 2019 6 

Our first objective is the focus and stillness whilst very close to the chair, and focus is forwards to the 
treat pot, with or without the hand.  

As we go through the repetitions of this – perhaps 10- 15 in the first session. I would like you to very 
gradually change the process from your hand in the pot, to the dog looking at the pot and then your 
hand goes into the pot.  

This is a subtle change from eliciting the behaviour, to the dog suggesting that we feed then for the 
behaviour. This is a crucial moment. You can certainly aid the change of “suggester” by having your 
hand near the treat pot, but that last moment of pot dipping was at the request of the dog by their 
actions, not your luring.  

This changes the process from respondent conditioning to operant conditioning.  
https://vimeo.com/314001062/0f13b40e10 

3. Target Cup 
When I first used a target to teach movement I made a target stick out of a broken TV aerial, that was 
extendable, and attached a yellow knob off a puppy toy on the end. The original target sticks were 
basically just sticks, which my Gordon Setters found extremely difficult to see or target. Dogs that 
learned to nose touch to these sticks were often successful if the nose touched anywhere along the 
stick.  

By adding a clear, clean, smelly target to the end the Gordons found something easy to follow. This 
served its purpose for a few years.  

The behaviour was a combination of a visual and scent target.  

But.  

Even with good skills the dogs were still maintaining a peripheral eye contact with the source of the 
reinforcers – my hand, my pocket or just me. This left us with a good behaviour but it was not resilient, 
there was a shortfall in the focus on the target.  

By changing to a cup that contained the reinforcer (smelly treat) the dog has no reason to take their 
eyes off the cup. We now have a much stronger behaviour, super focus and drive towards following 
this target.  

This allows us to change our position relative to the dog as we are no longer relevant to success in 
the process. We can ask the dog to follow in a range of patterns whilst peering at their bodies with 
intense interest!  

You will need certain skills in place before you begin training the dog with the cup.  
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C U P  O N  A  S T I C K  
This is a light stick, a garden cane will do, with a measuring cup attached, by my favourite product: 
heat shrink tubing. I use a metal cup as the dogs seem to find this easier to catch sight of in complex 
environments. I also chose the square bottom cup in a set of four as the food stays in the cup at all 
angles even if you dangle the cup to the floor. The round cup can lose the treats at the wrong 
moments.  

E X E R C I S E :  C U P  L O A D I N G   
I made this video for the online course showing the types of movements we teach. I would like you to 
look at this for the role the target-cup plays in being able to: 

e Observe the movement (you absolutely need the dog at arm’s length) 
e Adjust movement (through the height and placement of the cup) 
e Teach different gaits (through the way you hold the cup) 
e Adjust speed (following both you and the cup, or blocking with you and the cup) 
e Changing pressure (to gain a re-balance, extend a specific action) 
e Collect balance (with a combination of cup placement and containment or extension) 

https://vimeo.com/168531940 

 

You will need to attain competence in both hands with this process, so be aware of, and disciplined 
in, using both sides of your body.  

If you are holding the cup as a tennis racquet you will need to be able to move it with both a fore hand 
(leading with the inside of your wrist) movement or a backhand (leading with the back of your hand), 
walk forwards or backwards and in circles.  

You will need to be able to change height. 

You will need to be able to deliver the treat in a precise location or belt it across the room.  

… BOTH HANDS! 

This skill needs to be developed to the level where you become unaware of what you are doing with 
the cup. In other words if you are still watching your cup it is too soon to bring in the dog.   

 

To be able to teach the dog that this is critical source of interest and relevance loading the cup will 
need to become a seamless, smooth movement. Just as you no longer look at a cup of coffee to 
drink out of it, you will need to get the next treat into this cup, before the dog starts to look for it. That 
is fast.  

e Firstly begin with no dog, a pot of dried beans or buttons.  
e Hold the stick about halfway down. 
e Take about 6-10 treats into the non-cup hand, place one in the cup.  
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e Dump that bean to a specific place on the floor. 
e Repeat several times choosing different places around you.  

Are you using a forehand or backhand movement? Turning the cup clockwise or anti-clockwise?  

Practice both.  

As this process gets smoother begin to place the bean further away, use your feet to step into the 
placement.  

Change hands!  

C U P  C U E S  
The cup will have ……cues:  

Connect: this begins with a waft under the nose, not above it, the scent is going to be rising 
out of the cup so you will need to make sure the dog gets a good hint of what the 
cup contains.  

Follow: the movement of the cup after Connect should elicit a desire to follow. Do not be 
greedy with the distance you ask for the follow, a step or two is ideal to begin with. 

Cup moves up: slow down, and/or come to a stop.  

Cup moves down: move faster or the treat is about to be delivered.  

Cup flies away: the cup should go as high as possible out of reach if the dog tries to jump to it.  

Cup out of sight: dog - take a break!  

Don’t forget the cup is always talking, so it should not be hanging about doing nothing in particular. 
When the cup is present it is the primary cue, nothing else should be cueing the dog what to do, just 
let them fall in love with the cup.  

A clicker is not necessary at this stage, but it may help the dog whilst teaching them the significance 
of the cup. If your dog orientates to you on the sound of the click, leave it out altogether, let the 
turning of the cup be your marker.  

T E A C H I N G  T H E  D O G  T O  F O L L O W  T H E  C U P  
The behaviour we are going to teach is a visual and scent follow, not a bump or paw smack.  

If your dog has learned that targets are contact objects you will need to be super careful in ensuring 
they never succeed in knocking the treat out of the cup.  

Teaching the dog to follow the cup 

https://vimeo.com/170354456 

You can see in the video the cup is maintained quite low, and the square bottomed cups are a definite 
advantage here, the treat will not easily roll out until you turn the cup.  



TARGET FOUNDATIONS SHORT COURSE 

© Kay Laurence 2019 9 

A low cup is also an easy for target for the dog to help themselves, so be prepared to keep that cup 
out of range and dump the treat before they get a chance to close in.  

4. Contingencies  
When jargon, or scientific terms are launched at us, if we are not familiar with what they mean, we can 
often hear nothing from the moment they are spoken.  

 

“Contingencies changes behaviour, not consequences” (T.V. Joe Layng) 

 

Whoa there. Beside understanding the statement we need to understand each of the terms otherwise 
this becomes:  

 

“Jiggly-poo changes behaviour, not spookey-noddle” (NOT Joe Layng!) 

 

So let’s be clear about the scientific definitions and bring it into language we can understand.  

The CONSEQUENCE is the third part of our cycle – Antecedent (what causes the behaviour to 
“begin”, the Behaviour, then the Consequence. In the operant understanding the consequence can 
increase or decrease the likelihood of the behaviour happening again. Our choice is to use 
reinforcement to increase, or maintain, the behaviour.  

CONTINGENCIES are the conditions under which the consequences occur.  

Me standing with treats in my hand are a CONTINGENT for the consequence (reinforcement) 
occurring.  

When we want a behaviour to change, we need to change the contingencies, and if the change that 
occurs is something we are seeking, then we make sure the reinforcement happens.  

Contingencies are likely to be the observable environment – where what is placed when, but there 
may also be hidden contingencies such as: 

e The learning history (what the dog has already learned) 
e The genetic package (the predispositions of that species, breed and  individual)  
e The physiology of the learner (if they are unwell, in pain, hungry, hyper-aroused) 
e The relationship to the teacher 

To ensure that the learner will perform the behaviour under different contingencies we need to be 
varying the contingencies that we have control over. This means keeping the contingencies we cannot 
do without, whilst the non-essentials are faded in and out. But our goal is to maintain the stable 
behaviour we have already created.  
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I have created my own data sheet to plan, and to gather data on the contingencies.  

The plan allows us to look ahead as see what the future contingencies of that behaviour will become 
and progress towards those conditions. 

 

 

I will only insert the changes, and presume those changes maintain until I enter different details.  

A change may be temporary, whilst another contingency is altered.  

Looking at these contingencies, I know I will want to be able to move to other places – so the towel 
will be the one constant, but I also know I will want to move around, so my location and behaviour 
needs to be a variable.  
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Now I can see the constants and must plan to change the variables, but only gradually, and never at 
the cost of de-stabilising the behaviour.  

 

 

5. Shaping to a target 
So far we have looked at a direct lure from a container with the chin rest, a semi-direct lure with the 
food is a mobile container – the cup and now we want to look at shaping to a target. 

 
WE WILL NOT USE THE ACTUAL TARGET TO ELICIT THE SHAPING 

 
I cannot emphasis this enough. The target will become the long term cue for the behaviour, we want 
this to be as clean as possible and have no “approximations” that are unwanted in any connection. As 
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we use some cues as training cues (the cup on a stick is an example of a training cue) we look to the 
future and consider what the performance, or final, cue for the behaviour will be. That final cue should 
only be associated with the behaviour that we have no further changes to make.  

As the dog develops maturity and confidence in the behaviour is will get stronger, but there should be 
no changes that involve motor skills once the performance cue is in place.  

When teaching a target from acquisition to use of the that target we progress through training cues 
and then the target elicits the performance cue.  

As example of this may be teaching a paw tap, wave, pull or push. A paw can do many behaviours, 
we need to be clear what we want that action to be, not just “use the paw”. If our aim is to teach a 
light tap with the paw, but the dog has learned to scrape and pull in association with the target, then 
every time we present that target, particularly if the dog is stressed, that pull and scrap behaviour is 
very likely to occur.  

When shaping, no use of food to elicit the behaviour, we have to consider how we are going to set up 
the environment (contingencies) so that the desired action will occur. Once that action is showing 
fluency, and requires no further changes, we introduce the target into the action.  

Here is one of the early videos we made for teaching the dog to station on a target mat: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZjrJCdJqd4Y 

 

Initially the dog learns to approach and come to the “sweet spot” in front of the person. Once this 
behaviour is stable, we then place the mat in the path of the action. You can see how we seek 
evidence that arriving on the mat is not just a coincidence, but the dog is conscious of targeting their 
feet to the mat.  

 

We have progress in the last 14 years and now use a more significant target – a platform 
https://vimeo.com/224296324 

(This video is demonstrating how to use one target (the arrive on the platform) as a terminal behaviour 
to going around an object).  

The platform presents the dog with more significant information to “being on it” or “not being on it” 
due to the unique surface in the environment, and the additional height.  

 

We also use a tub or pot as a stationing target that isolates the front feet.  
https://vimeo.com/315621237 

 

My preference in hindsight is this “pot” rather than a platform, as the boundaries of the pot are 
superior in preventing error to a platform or mat which allows the dog to be correct with three feet and 
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not notice that one foot is not on the platform. It is harsh to withhold the click for a lack of awareness. 
Stepping into the station-target has more impact for the learner to be aware of “doing it” 

Both the paw, platform and pot are shaped, not lured behaviours.  

We can teach all of these behaviour with luring or shaping, but to only use one avenue limits our 
personal skill development, creativity and does not always build an independent, self-teaching learner.  

This week’s lesson will look at shaping, the shaping pathway that sets up success in the action you 
desire, looking at the suitable target.  
Here is another project: https://vimeo.com/253823333 

Merrick already brings “targeting” behaviour to this learning with a chin target. We can use the existing 
target to teach another target, but if the behaviour already has a reinforcement history it is likely to 
occur – along with all her other target behaviours! (Plenty of paw whacks as well).  

So let’s discuss what we are going to shape and how we can set up the individual learners to achieve 
success.  

6. Success is King 
 … or for any learner, and that includes ourselves.  

Often when we are training we become focussed and invest our time and resources on getting the 
desired behaviour. We measure our success by this achievement. I have no doubt our dogs measure 
success by the amount of treat they get and what sort of mood the trainer is in!  

In the early days of shaping, long before is reached the world of dogs and animals we live with, 
everything we measured by rates – how often the lever was pressed, the disc was pecked. Data was 
gathered as the rates increased or decreased, but no one had an interest in how the pigeon or rat 
“felt” about the process.  

The dynamic of taking these procedures into our homes brought a new realm where we were very 
interested in making sure our animals enjoyed the process as much as possible.  

Although all the procedures, such as shaping, luring, prompting, moulding etc that enable the learner 
to learn the goal behaviour are designed by us, the measure is still about rate – how fast can be get to 
the final behaviour? Time for a learner should not be relevant, but since we all evolve in a school 
system where a curriculum is time based we tend to bring this into out teaching as well.  

If we set aside measures of time and rate we can look at the experience our learner is having, and the 
teacher. One should not be at the expense of the other.  
Over 15 years ago I devised “micro-shaping”, which was a very fine slicing of the behaviours, right 
down to muscle engagement that would lead to the desired goal. The procedures at that time, 
whether operant or respondent conditioning (shaping or luring) often involved misleading the learning 
and then employing extinction processes to keep the approximations on track.  



TARGET FOUNDATIONS SHORT COURSE 

© Kay Laurence 2019 14 

An example may be teach a dog to go around an object: the object was placed out and as soon as 
the learner engaged, it was marked and reinforced. “Engagement” was viewed as a suitable 
approximation. But if that engagement was a paw tap, or nose sniff to the target this was then 
extinguished in an attempt to elicit a behaviour closer to “going around”.  

When following any path of approximation at NO TIME should the learner be reinforced for a 
behaviour that is not part of the future goal – these behaviour were not on the pathway needed for a 
“go around” behaviour.  

Instead both these behaviour should not have been available for the dog to attempt, thereby needing 
an extinction process. This process set the learner up with a high chance of not succeeding.  

“Going around” is essentially a movement, either a walk or trot, (not both) that is shaped from a 
straight line, to a curve, to a loop. Once a loop is achieved, it can be extended into continuous circling 
if desired. Paws or nose were never part of the pathway to this goal behaviour.  

When we begin to see teaching as a process of setting up for success, we have to be sure that we 
have protected the learner from a branch of behaviour that will require extinction. Most often this 
needs some limitations in the environment that still allow the dog to make choices and decisions that 
lead to behaviour on the pathway.  

All learning is shaping. Our question is how we set up the learner for success, which then asks how 
much guidance we include. The answer is: “as much as is necessary”. We also have to plan the future 
path of the learning to remove the guidance as needed.  

A learner that experiences only success during the learning process is going to seek all future learning 
with keenness, engagement, awareness and develop a strong relationship of trust with their teaching 
and the teaching guidance. This is our goal, not the focus on getting the behaviour, but the 
experience of the process for both learner and teacher.  

The practicalities are not whether we lure or shape, use targets or barriers, but that we set up for 
success. I mean at least 98% of every attempt should be successful.  

The reality is that we will blend all these processes together and avoid a focus on getting to the end 
goal measured in a time frame but in a success model. We may begin with a prompt, support 
progress with an environmental boundary, use thoughtful treat placement to shape movement and 
graduate to guidance free repetitions.  

Travelling along this pathway the learner is making continual adjustments, pruning and exploring and 
most likely extinguishing micro-errors. This develops self-confidence, self-awareness, memory skills, 
perceptive skills and cognitive adjustments. Repetitions should be designed to secure the motor skills 
where practice develops permanence. Information that comes from reinforcement is accurate and at 
no time intended to be temporary, to be extinguished further along the pathway.  

Success for our learner at every stage is our only goal, the desired behaviour will be born from 
confidence, competence and enjoyment.  
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7. Off lure / New target  
If we have taught new behaviour with targets or lures once we have established the desired results 
and we see a good strength – with the consistent, stable movements or behaviour we can plan to go 
to the next stage.  

This is changing to the new cue – or the “life cue”, the cue that will be used for the rest of the life of 
that behaviour. There are cases where we will never change the cue as it is unnecessary. Merrick has 
used her treat pot for the last 5 years when she is being groomed or nails being clipped. I have no 
plans to generalise this to other situations and I like the reliability that the food pot always secures 
whilst I am busy doing other things.  

But if we have used the target or lure as a temporary prompt then we need to plan to move to the 
next stage.  

I often find folk worry about “fading the lure”, or the dog becoming over fixed on the food as the lure. 
We should really be focussing on transitions to the new cue rather than the removal of the old cue. 
This focuses our perceptions on seeing the dog recognise the new cue, begin to present the 
behaviour and find the old cue just a support, or back up, for when they are a little uncertain.  

There are good reasons for maintaining a lure for some behaviours for the rest of the dog’s life. It is 
the nature of behaviour to change and your dog is likely to listen to the lure, get the necessary 
information and “go lure free” to show you what they have learned.  
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If you were training a specific movement, such as a balance, collected walk, you may need this to stay 
as a balanced, collected walk to develop muscle engagement, stretching and control. The dog will try 
to go faster, go higher, turn quicker and push the movement onwards and upwards which may be 
counter to their well-being and the purpose of the exercise. By maintaining the lure, it can “cap” 
progress and changes.  

This is a good thing in some instances, but for others it can suppress or limit development.  

If we keep the lure-information in place for too long, the moment when the dog wants to show us 
what they have learned will be squashed and supressed. The behaviour will become entirely 
dependent on the lure being part of the cue secure success. It will not happen unless the lure is 
presented before the behaviour occurs.  

Ooops.  

Deciding when you can reduce the lure is an art. You will begin to see moments of anticipation. A lean 
towards beginning the behaviour as you collect and begin the lure placement. A balance change 
ahead of the lure change.  

At this point the lure can become “nearby” should the dog lose the plot, be ready to support the 
learner in a moment of uncertainty and come back into the picture as they get near successful 
completion.  

A transition of the lure from cue to consequence can be elegantly applied with double treat – one as 
part of the lure, which is not delivered, and a second which is delivered after successful completion. 
This reduces the value of the lure as an essential motivator and it morphs into clear information 
because the dog now has confidence that there will be food after success.  

If you are using food as a reinforcer and you are using hands as cues, then there will be always 
residue scent on your hands, so the dog is very familiar with the difference between invitations (lures) 
and certainties (consequences).  

J U S T  B E G I N  A G A I N  
If we have been using the lure to teach fitness in a movement we may well have been developing this 
over several months. We can be looking for development of muscles in a certain order, building from 
one movement to another, building a different type of energy or collection of energy. We may have 
develop strength and flexibility, and we have certainly built a strong association with reinforcement and 
subsequence enjoyment in the actions.  

An excellent example is teaching the dog the correct movement for trotting backwards, over some 
distance. It is a very precise action, it takes some months to develop and build fitness.  

This will never “go off lure/target”, it was taught with a cup on a stick.  

When I have achieved my goal of fit, stable movement, I will then start a new session of shaping the 
movement, probably using placement of the opening treat to set up a backward step onto the target 
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mat and build the behaviour again. Because the dog already has a good history of this behaviour once 
the contingencies are in place the action will come through, quickly and develop distance without 
hesitation. Probably in only a session …. “oh we do that stuff here as well”. Cool.  

We are seeking to make the learning EASY for the dog and not too complicated for us!  

The new shaped action can easily be placed on a new cue, that has nothing to do with the original 
cup on a stick or other lure.  

 

 


