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from JohnDoe wrote 40 weeks 4 days ago 

I have a degree in behavioral psychology and I have trained rats- so I guess that makes me a rat trainer. It is relatively easy to train any subject in a controlled environment. Studies have shown it is possible to train even primitive single celled organisms such as amoebas using electric shock. Clicker training uses positive reinforcement where shock uses negative reinforcement. Amoebas cannot hear-but perhaps they could feel the vibration of the clicker sound if it were amplified; if so it would be possible to clicker train an amoeba. 

My opinion about the ability to clicker train a hunting dog and whether it was as effective as a whistle is that these are two entirely different training tools but they can be used interchangeably. Clicker training is classical operant conditioning and involves pairing two stimuli so that they become so strongly associated that they are interchangeable. In the case of clicker training we click and reward with food simultaneously for some response by our dog. Eventually the dog comes to associate the clicker with food (positive reinforcement) and will eagerly perform for a click and the food can be eliminated. The whistle is traditionally a single stimuli that precedes a response, not a paired stimuli the way the clicker is. However, there is no rule that says you cannot whistle train as you would clicker train! Traditionally the whistle is a command. If you follow a whistle with a shock then it is negative cue. Or in lay terms a warning. You could use the clicker as a cue and follow by reinforcement in which case you would be using the clicker the same way you use a whistle. 

Personally I use a whistle for recall only. I train my German Short haired Pointers in obedience, agility and as service dogs. I wish I could do all of this in a controlled environment. I did have to use a shock collar on one of the dogs for safety reasons when she was young --before we had a six foot fence and her prey instinct took over when she would see wildlife in the neighborhood. We regularly had deer, rabbits, coyote, fox passing through our property. I would definitely us the shock collar if I hunted with her, which I do not since her service dog training and my need for her are greater than the risk of having someone shoot her in the field or my losing her. I use clicker training. hand signals and voice commands as well as body language to include facial expressions to train. Negative reinforcement consists of firm tugs on her leash. The most powerful reinforcement is called variable reinforcement. That simply means sometimes the reward/punishment follows the behavior and sometimes it does not. It is the principle behind man's addiction to gambling. And also behind most wives ability to control their husbands. You never know when you are going to get it but you keep trying. :)

from RaisingCanine wrote 42 weeks 5 days ago 

As one of the authors of Positive Gun Dogs, I have to say that yes, clicker training does work. I want to preface this post by saying that I do not personally hunt - I wrote the training and theory sections of the book. However, I am a professional trainer and can speak to training issues.

I read many of the comments to this article and first want to say that yes - there is a clicker for wives and politicians!

Bob Bailey (a world-famous animal trainer) was able to train wild dolphins to swim out 50 miles, perform a task, and come back - all with a clicker! If he can do that, I think we can train a domestic dog to retrieve a bird from a few hundred yards.

Most of the comments I read indicated either a lack of understanding of what a clicker actually is and/or a lack of thorough foundation training. For instance - in the article, the question is "can a clicker do what a whistle does?" Well, no - it can't. A whistle is a cue and a clicker is a conditioned reinforcer. You're comparing apples and oranges. The whistle (cue) comes before the behavior and tells the animal what behavior to perform; the clicker (reinforcer) comes after the behavior and tells the animal that the behavior it just performed is reinforceable.

A clicker is simply a tool - it's based on the work of B.F. Skinner - and is telling the animal that the behavior he just performed is reinforceable. A clicker facilitates training - it doesn't substitute for it. It allows trainers to communicate with very precise timing and also helps with distance training, when you are not able to reinforce a behavior immediately.

There have been studies that show that an animal will endure a great deal of punishment in order to have access to reinforcement - reinforcement is a very powerful tool that trainers would be wise to consider in their training plans. And, although praise is great, it's not a particularly powerful reinforcer; especially when compared to chasing birds!

In reality a clicker and an e-collar are two sides of the same coin - they are both designed to communicate to the animal. One does it through reinforcement and the other through punishment. I guess the question comes down to how you want to train. I do have Springers, and have worked a bit in the field. I was impressed that Spaniel trainers understand that you don't want to do anything to inhibit the natural desire the dogs have to be in the field and working.

A clicker can be a very useful and efficient tool. There's no doubt it works - many species of animals have been trained with these methods to very high levels of performance. It seems to me that the negative reaction to the idea of a clicker is often a knee-jerk reaction to what many trainers see as a "tree hugging" way of training. The reality is that this is a well-established and well-studied form of training that works exceptionally well, if the trainer understands how to do it.

