Reprinted with permission of the author and The Association of Pet Dog Trainers, www.apdt.com, 1-800-PET-DOGS,
Copyright 2010.

On Behavior

Editor Terry Long, CPDT-KA

New Twists on a Classic Recipe:
Clicker Training—and More—With Shelter Dogs

N

Eileen Udry, PhD, CPDT-KA

early a decade ago, Karen Pryor and other innovators in the dog training profession began working
closely with animal shelters. The focus of these
early efforts was to improve canine welfare and adoptability by integrating clicker-based behavior modification
approaches into the shelter environment. These early pioneers achieved significant success and hundreds of shelters
modified how they viewed the canines in their care. Since
that time, numerous authors and dog training professionals have provided additional excellent advice and
recommendations for dog training professionals who want
to establish and maintain mutually beneficial relationships
with animal shelters (Pryor 2002; Bahleda 2008; Bahleda
2009; Bahleda 2009; Dunbar 2009).
The purpose of this article is to extend the conversation
about working with dogs and people in the context of
animal shelters. Much of the information in this article
stems from an ongoing, holistic intervention project that
I have been involved with. This work, called the CARE
(Canine Adoption Readiness and Enrichment) project, is
being done in collaboration with the Animal Adoption
Foundation (AAF), an animal shelter in southwest Ohio.
The CARE project involves the use of clicker-based training
and might be considered the “classic” part of the work
we are doing; the “new twists” mentioned in the article’s
title refers to modifications and additions that have been
made to existing protocols and/or additional components
that have been added. Although I use the analogy of “a
recipe” in this article’s title and throughout this article,
there is, of course, not a set formula that can be followed
when doing intervention work with any animal or animal
shelter. Each animal has its own history, sensitivities and
motivations. Each shelter has a unique set of circumstances
(physical layout of the shelter, composition and strength
of the volunteer base, the relationship of the shelter in
the community). And each dog training professional has
his/her preferred styles of training and teaching as well
as strengths and weaknesses. Based on the above, what
follows is simply a discussion of observations based on my
experiences in this realm. In some instances my experiences
have differed from those reported by others in the
existing literature with respect to conducting dog-friendly
interventions within animal shelters. By highlighting these
differing perspectives, my intent is to encourage continued
dialogue and exploration of this topic.
List of Ingredients
A discussion of the “raw ingredients” related to this
project seems like an appropriate starting point. AAF is a
small-to-medium size, limited admission shelter in Ohio
that takes in dogs and cats. My work with AAF is through
a non-profit organization that I direct called “Working Like
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Dogs” (WLD). WLD is a service and education foundation that provides dog training and enrichment programs
in partnership with AAF as well as a limited number of
other local shelters. As is the case with nearly all animal
shelters, the resources of AAF are stretched and the sagging economy has created particularly challenging times.
Nonetheless, the shelter’s Executive Director, Eric Johnson,
was open-minded and supportive of finding ways to
increase the adoptability and quality of life for the dogs
at the AAF. Additionally, Susan Castator, one of the shelter’s board members and an APDT member, was actively
involved in the shelter’s operations and programs. Susan
and her husband, Gary, played crucial roles in advocating
for, educating about, and implementing modifications of
existing procedures. In short, the raw ingredients at AAF
were excellent and AAF has been a genuine collaborator
with WLD in this project.
The CARE intervention started as a month long pilot
project that was supported by some seed money for supplies and a part-time college intern. During the pilot phase,
the focus was on providing additional training for about
a dozen dedicated volunteers and shelter staff who spent
significant amounts of time with the shelter dogs. The goal
was to teach the group how to reduce kennel noise and
stress by rewarding dogs for calm, quiet behavior using
clicker-based methods. The training protocols were similar
to those outlined by Pryor (2002, 2009) and since replicated
by numerous other shelters. Somewhat different than some
of the similar early intervention work of dog training professionals in animal shelters, we considered it important
to view canine welfare and adoptability more holistically
than just from a training perspective. To this end, the canine behavior modification efforts were supplemented by
additional components. See Table 1 for a description of the
major elements of the program.
The pilot group was encouraged to focus their training
and enrichment efforts on the dogs housed in one wing
of the shelter, the East Wing. The decision to have people
focus on a limited number of dogs rather than an entire
shelter is consistent with recommendations by programs
such as Open Paw (Kelly Gorman and Ian Dunbar, 2009).
As organizers, we were, however, quietly pleased when
we saw volunteers “sneaking” over to the West wing and
furtively click/treating dogs for being calm and quiet. After
approximately one month of conducting the pilot program,
there appeared to be sufficient evidence that the CARE
project should be expanded to all dogs in at the shelter.
Use Your Measuring Cup
If you are focused on reducing shelter stress and
improving canine adoptability, how will you know if >
www.APDT.com
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Program Description

Quiet Eyes for Canines (Level 1) The program teaches volunteers and shelter dogs a series of exercises that
help dogs make “quiet eye contact” with people in the shelter. Designed to be
Training
accessible to the widest range of volunteers with regard to age, mobility, and
training experience. This training is available to any volunteers or staff who had
already completed the shelter’s orientation.
Sit Happens (Level 2)
Training

This program teaches volunteers how to help shelter dogs learn to “sit” for the good
things in their life (i.e., for leash being put on for a walk, to have people approach).
Targeting basics are also taught.

Practice Makes Perfect
(Level 3) Training

Volunteers help shelter dogs learn how to appropriately meet potential adopters and
people in general. Volunteers learn how to work with special-needs dogs and help
dogs actually look forward to routine care and husbandry.

Shake, Rattle and Roll

This canine enrichment program reduces stress in shelter dogs by having dogs work
on interactive food puzzles (Kibble Nibble, TreatStik, etc.). Volunteers are involved
with assembling, disassembling and cleaning of food puzzles. This program also
provides learning about the use of olfactory enrichment (e.g., dog appeasement
pheromones, etc.) for canines.

Kennel Enrichment

Walk a Hound
Physical Activity/Exercise

How Low Can We Go?
(Assessment)

Volunteers meet as a group and transport dogs in their cars to a nearby park. Dogs
and people walk for a minimum of 45 minutes before returning to the shelter before adoption hours. The focus is on helping dogs bond with people outside of the
shelter environment and to provide sustained, novel physical stimulation for dogs.
Additionally, some evidence suggests high-energy dogs are more likely to meet
“high-energy” adopters (i.e., adopters who value physical activity) when they go to
locations such as parks and outdoor recreation areas.
This part of the project focuses on periodically assessing where we are in relation
to the goals of reducing shelter stress/noise and improving dogs’ adoptability. We
advertised this component on the Working Like Dogs web site calendar and invited
volunteers to join us to see this process in action. We set aside a specific time to
conduct assessment as a way of keeping the project on track.

Table 1: Description of component parts of the CARE project. Colors correspond to activities that focus different activities: indicate: blue=training, tan=enrichment,
green= physical activity/exercise, and red=assessment.

“you’re there” unless you periodically measure your
progress in fairly specific ways? If your efforts have not been
successful, perhaps there are changes and/or refinements
that need to be made. Certainly, attracting media attention
and/or funding will be easier to come by if you have data
(even if it is only pilot data) that supports the efficacy of
your intervention.
At the outset of the intervention we set a number of
goals, one of which was reducing shelter noise by at least
65%. Noise is known to be a significant form of stress for
shelter dogs. Dogs’ hearing is far more sensitive than humans; thus, the frequency, intensity and duration of noise
in animal shelters can degrade dogs’ overall well being and
is stressful for staff and volunteers. Therefore, the assessment of noise in areas where dogs are housed was considered to be of primary importance. The short-term goal of
reducing noise (and other longer terms goals) was posted
on the WLD website and included on printed informational
handouts that were developed as a part of the project.
Table 2 summarizes the initial assessment data we
collected from the CARE project in relation to our shortterm goal of reducing shelter noise. I present our data
not because I believe it represents the “gold standard” for
dog training professionals involved in this type of work.
www.APDT.com

Rather, I present this information because there seems to
be relatively little data beyond anecdotal reports that is
readily available for dog training practitioners working
with animal shelters. The data we gathered compares “preintervention noise levels in kennel areas” to “noise levels
after 4 weeks of a multifaceted and collective effort from
volunteers and staff to reduce noise.” We considered noise
to have three components: duration, intensity (measured
in decibels or dB), and the percentage of dogs barking at a
given time (see Appendix A for additional details).
As we started the intervention, we were particularly
interested in shelter noise under two [continued on next page]
Noise

Pre-Intervention

4 -Week

Duration (seconds)

80.7

5.5

Intensity (decibels) *

98.9

100.6

% of dogs barking

100%

9%

* sound was measured using a SPER Scientific sound pen meeting
OSHA standards

Table 2. Comparison of pre-intervention and 4-week data of
noise in AAF kennel area: Intensity, duration and percentage of dogs vocalizing.sound was measured using a SPER Scientific sound pen meeting OSHA
standards
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different conditions. First, we were interested in modifying
noise when a person(s) walked into the area where the dogs
were housed. In many traditional animal shelters this event
would instantly create a cacophony of barking dogs. The
pre-intervention conditions at AAF were no different; that
is, when people would walk into the dogs’ housing areas,
nearly every dog would be barking, the barking would
continue well over a minute, and the noise levels reached
in this shelter would influence you at a visceral level. According to research summarized by animal welfare experts
(Coppola, Enns et al. 2006) noise levels over 70 dB are considered “loud” and sound within the 90 to 120 dB range is
considered “critical” and can be felt as well as heard.
Four weeks after initiating the CARE program, the same
scenario of a person entering the kennel area resulted in
only approximately 10% of the dogs barking (bless the
hound mix that continued to embrace his job as “town
crier” so enthusiastically ). Also, when barking did occur,
it tended to go on for shorter periods of time (i.e., 5-10 seconds) (see Table 2). Interestingly, the intensity of the noise
still approached the pre-intervention decibels levels (~100
decibels) indicating that the vocalizations of even a single
dog can take kennel noise levels to very high levels of intensity. In summary, it seems that focused efforts to reduce
shelter noise from dogs can be significantly reduced, but
not eradicated, in as little as four weeks.
The second way we assessed progress associated with
the CARE project was through the lens of how dogs might
appear to potential adopters, as well as how dogs appeared
to be doing “overall” at the shelter. Dogs that are calm,
friendly and made eye contact with potential adopters tend
to be adopted more quickly. Additionally, the presence of
behaviors such as barking, spinning and jumping in dogs
is suggestive of poor mental health and overall welfare.
Thus, we regularly assessed dogs’ behaviors when an unfamiliar person (such as a potential adopter) walked down
the adoption aisle. The AAF adoption aisle is a hallway
flanked by picture windows on both sides. The individual
dog suites are on the other side of the windows. Thus, potential adopters have easy visual access to the dogs at AAF
as they move up and down the adoption aisle. With this
physical arrangement, we were able to fairly quickly assess
and record the percentage of dogs barking, spinning, or
jumping. “Pre-intervention” data as compared to our “4week” data of this scenario is summarized in Graph 1. As
the bar charts in Graph 1 indicate, the largest improvements
were in the area of the percentage of “barking” dogs which
went from 80% to 9% of the dogs. The number of dogs
jumping decreased from 30% to 0%, and the percentage of
dogs spinning remained essentially unchanged (~10%).
We have continued to gather noise data, as well as
overall canine welfare, on the dogs approximately every
two weeks. Progress reports are posted on the WLD website so those involved in the project have a sense of how
the project is progressing. As helpful as this evaluation
process can be for keeping things on track, several caveats
are in order. First, it is important not to focus too much on
the assessment data from any single assessment period
because shelter conditions are extremely dynamic. For ex34 w The APDT Chronicle of the Dog w January/February 2010

Graph 1: Comparison of pre-intervention and 4-week data of dog behaviors
as viewed from AAF adoption aisle: Percentage of dogs observed jumping,
barking, and spinning.

ample, one day four young Pomeranians were surrendered
by their owner. The influx of these small, but extremely
vocal, dogs was a jarring reminder for those of us involved
in this project that quiet kennels should not to be taken
for granted. Thus, we look for trends in the data and try
to identify ways we can continue to improve. Second, although it can be reinforcing to see some numeric evidence
that intervention efforts are taking hold, visual evidence
from pictures and videos, as well as personal anecdotes,
should not be discounted. We have taken a good number of
video and photos at different points along the way and try
to make these available. Additionally, one volunteer who
has been involved with the focused training efforts took a
minute to write about her experiences:
“I am enjoying my volunteer work a lot more because I
feel like I am more constructively moving the dogs toward
adoption. Before it was walking the dogs for their benefit,
which is a good thing. But now I am working to possibly
get them homes more quickly and making them more enjoyable companions.” (Carol)
Doubling the Recipe
When introducing clicker training and/or related protocols in shelters, it is not uncommon to encounter those
who prefer to continue doing things “the old way.” Because
change can be scary, it is important to be respectful of
differing comfort levels with embracing new ways of interacting with shelter dogs. Having said this, it will also
be crucial to get a wide base of people to move with you
in new directions. If this doesn’t happen, the fire that you
have tried to start will likely smolder for a while before it is
entirely snuffed out. What are ways to get enough people
reinforcing the same things so your program gets the lift
it needs in the early stages? In response to this question,
we found service groups, especially those linked to local
schools, to be particularly beneficial.
AAF historically had strong ties to the local community
and particularly with a local university. University students participate significantly in many of the shelter’s programs and college students hold several staff positions at
the shelter. In many colleges and high schools there is an >
www.APDT.com

Reprinted with permission of the author and The Association of Pet Dog Trainers, www.apdt.com, 1-800-PET-DOGS,
Copyright 2010.

Advantages

Disadvantages

Clicker

High clarity and consistency of marker

Some dogs are noise sensitive and/or deaf.
For a novice volunteer trainer, managing a
clicker, as well as negotiating gate latches,
leashes, etc., can be difficult.

“Yes”

Hands-free method
Moderate consistency of marker

Some dogs are noise sensitive and/or deaf.

Thumbs Up

Able to be seen by dogs through glass windows or
doors
Helps dog visually orient to people
Helpful for deaf or noise-sensitive dogs

Low consistency of marker (person may use
right or left hand).

Table 3. Summary of advantages and disadvantages of various markers used in shelter environment

increasing focus on having students involved in some form
of service each semester. Thus, if you are trying to get more
people to participate in systemic change at your shelter, it
may be helpful to tap into the service programs of various
local high schools and colleges.
We have worked with a number of student groups and
have found that there is a lot that can be accomplished
when a group of trained, young people work their way
through a kennel. Not only do the dogs get a high rate of
reinforcement in simple training exercises (i.e., click for
quiet, sit for the approach of a person at the gate), the dogs
also get exposed to a wide range of body types. Moreover,
because many dog training professionals have experience
teaching group classes for pet dog owners, they often have
a good sense of how to work, manage and direct groups
safely. This skill can be invaluable when working with a
service group in the context of an animal shelter.
Keeping it Fresh
Once considerable positive change in the dogs’ behavior
within the shelter has been observed, there is the question
of how much effort it will take to maintain these improvements. Pryor (2009) discusses the issue of “debarking” a
shelter and suggests that once a shelter is debarked, it tends
to remain that way with relatively little effort. In contrast,
Temple Grandin has discussed the issue of maintaining
improvements in livestock handling and has come to a
somewhat different conclusion. Grandin has been a tireless
promoter of quiet, gentle methods of handling livestock coupled with species-appropriate environmental engineering
to reduce stress. Grandin (Grandin and Johnson 2009) suggests that maintaining livestock-friendly handling methods
does not occur automatically. In fact, according to Grandin,
degradation of handling methods occurs fairly rapidly in
livestock handlers even when she has demonstrated to the
management of a facility that there are significant financial
costs associated with using force-based or less thoughtful
methods. In my experience, the strides made from shelter
interventions need to be maintained and cannot be assumed
to be self-sustaining. Thus, it would seem to behoove those
involved in this type of work to find ways to maintain any
improvements they are able to obtain.
Is the “Clicker” a Required Ingredient?
As most readers will be well aware, clicker-based
www.APDT.com

training programs for dogs typically use an acoustical
marker that lets the dog know she did the right thing and
has earned a reward (most commonly food). One pragmatic
issue to consider in the context of a shelter-based intervention is whether to use clickers or some alternate form of
marking behavior such as a verbal expression (e.g., “yes!”)
or a visual signal (e.g., Ken Ramirez from Shedd Aquarium
has indicated that he tends to use a “thumbs up” when
working with his dogs) (Ramirez 2008).
When I am working with my own dogs or teaching outside of AAF, I typically use a clicker. Moreover, I am aware
and appreciate the validity of reports by Pryor (2009) and
others on the precision and processing speed advantages
associated with using a clicker as compared to a verbal
marker (e.g., “yes”). In the shelter environment, however,
there are a wide range of dogs (i.e., noise-sensitive dogs,
deaf dogs), volunteers (i.e., a population that is variable
in age range and motor coordination levels), and contexts
(i.e., stationary as well dynamic exercises with dogs, body
handling/grooming). In the shelter dogs we have worked
with, it appears that dogs can easily be “cross trained” and
quickly understand the meaning of any one of the three
markers that people use (i.e., clicker, “yes,” and thumbs up).
Table 3 summarizes what we have found to be the advantages and disadvantages of each type of event marker in the
shelter environment. The shelter volunteers are free to use
the marker(s) that they feel most comfortable with as long
as it is appropriate for the dog and the situation.
Because visual markers (i.e., thumbs up) seem to be less
frequently used by many canine clicker trainers, I wanted
to discuss one situation where we have found this type of
marker to be especially useful. The first situation is when a
volunteer or staff member is in the adoption aisle. As noted
previously, the AAF adoption aisle is a hallway flanked by
picture windows on both sides. The individual dog suites
are on the other side of the windows. Potential adopters
moving through the adoption aisle are able to look through
windows into two main areas where dogs are housed
in individual suites. This arrangement allows trained
volunteer(s) to stand in the adoption aisle (i.e., on the
other side of the glass from the dog) and mark behaviors
to dogs who are making calm eye contact with them or
other people in the adoption aisle. Using “thumbs up”
to mark behavior in the dogs allows this type of practice
to go on without interrupting the [continued on next page]
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conversations and inquiries of potential adopters.

Resources

Don’t Forget to Add Some Spice!

The Working Like Dogs web site contains numerous
pictures and videos that relate to the CARE project.
Specifically, there are video clips for: Sit Happens, Shake,
Rattle and Roll. Photos are available for Walk a Hound.
Additional videos and photo materials are being collected
and will be posted.

If you are considering doing any type of intervention
work at animal shelters, consider giving a “name” to the
activities that you offer. I don’t have data to support what
I am suggesting here, but it seems that there is something
about human nature whereby we ascribe more legitimacy
to those things that are named in some way. (Indeed, the
indigenous people of Australia have a practice known as
“singing things into existence” such that something is not
thought to exist until it is named). Additionally, if you do
name your programs, see if you can take a few minutes to
come up with labels that are both descriptive and enticing.
Simply calling the components of your program “Level
1” or “Level 2” may not have enough spice to entice the
maximum number of participants.
Conclusion
The CARE project is ongoing and is best thought of as a
work in progress. Each day provides new opportunities to
learn and improve how we approach and work with people
and animals in our care. In the end, the most relevant considerations for projects such as the CARE project are not
whether you use a clicker or verbal marker or what you
call the program. These are merely human conventions.
The most relevant considerations are to begin simply by
encouraging shelter volunteers and staff to slow down
the pace of their interactions with dogs, to take more opportunities to acknowledge dogs’ considerable intelligence,
and to commit to working in concert with fellow shelter
volunteers and staff.
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Kennel Noise: Our goal is to reduce kennel noise by at
least 65%. Noise will be measured when a person walks
into one of the two kennel aisles. Three parameters of noise
are:
• duration: the number of seconds from time any barking
starts until all dogs are quiet for at least three seconds;
• intensity: noise level as measured through a calibrated
sound sensor (i.e., person walks to center of kennel
area and records highest sound level until the barking
stops) for at least three seconds;
• Percent of dogs barking: Number of dogs barking
divided by total number of dogs present.
Adoption Aisle Behavior and Canine Well-Being: Research has shown that a shelter dog has about 30 seconds
to “make a connection” with a potential adopter and that
potential adopters are most likely to be drawn to dogs
that appear friendly and calm. Conversely, dogs that are
jumping, barking, and/or spinning are harder to adopt and
these behaviors are viewed as indicators of “low wellness”
in dogs. Based on the above, the behavior of dogs can be assessed when a person walks down the “Adoption Aisle” of
the shelter. Specific behaviors of interest are the percentage
of dogs who are:

• jumping: at least two of the dog’s feet are off the ground;
• barking: vocalizing by barking (versus whining, etc.);
• spinning: dog is spinning in circles three or more times
in a row.
(note: some dogs may be doing more than one of the abovementioned behaviors)
Desirable “adoption behaviors”: Five randomly selected
dogs will be assessed on the behaviors that are widely
viewed as desirable by potential adopters. These will include the percent of dogs who, when requested by a person
in the kennel, demonstrate the following behaviors:
•

auto sit: dog automatically sits for approach of a person
at the gate.

•

auto sit: dog automatically sits for leash being put on.

•

name recognition: when a stranger says the dog’s
name, the dog gives the person eye contact within
three seconds.

•

sit: dog sits within three seconds of being cued to “sit.”

•

down: dog lays downs within three seconds of being
cued to “down.”
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Appendix A: Assessment Variables

