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Crash Course: Stages of Learning

There are four main stages in how all animals (including humans) learn. It is important to
understand them so that you can appropriately set up successful training sessions with your
dog! 1. Acquisition - animal acquires the behavior. Typically through luring, capturing or
shaping. 2. Fluency - animal can perform the behavior at a high success rate. Usually you can
tell the animal is becoming fluent in the behavior when they can perform it without a food lure.
Maybe you just use a hand signal +/- a verbal cue before reaching for the cookie to reward.

3. Generalization - animal performs the behavior in different environments. Your dog may
readily sit in your living room where there are few distractions and you have reinforced it
100 times. But an animal has not generalized a behavior until they can perform that
behavior with fluency in a variety of environments and in the face of different
distractions. This means if you take “sit” to a busy park, you may need to back up and
lure it a few times in this new environment, before expecting the dog to perform the sit
with fluency.

4. Maintenance - animal is able to perform the behavior well after it has been acquired.
This requires intermittent reinforcement from the handler! Yes, you will need to
randomly reward behavior you like for the rest of your dog’s life! Behavior is either
reinforced or punished. You pick how you want to teach your dog!

What’s The Clicker For?
Clicker training is a great way to tell your dog that they “got it right.” Every time your dog does
something that you like, or want them to repeat or do more often, you can mark that behavior
with a click from the clicker and then follow it with a food reward. As your dog gets better at the
behavior, you can start to put
it on cue (name it). Once the dog is fluent at the behavior (around 90% success rate every
time you cue it) you can begin to fade the clicker and subsequently, the food reward.
Example: You want to teach your dog to sit. You start by luring the dog into the sit position with
a cookie over their nose. Once the dog sits, click the clicker, then feed the treat.
When you first start clicker training, the clicker doesn’t really mean anything to the dog yet. They



don’t know that it means a treat is coming. Therefore, in the first few training sessions you have
with your dog, start by “charging” the clicker. Click once, pause for a moment, then feed the
treat. In this situation, you are not requiring the dog to perform any behavior, you are simply
teaching them the clicker equation: click = treat.


