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Description: Students will play a game to simulate how animal trainers train animals 

through positive reinforcement. Game modified from Karen Pryor Clicker Training. 

Audience: All Ages 

TEKS: 2.3, 2.9A&B; 3.3C, 3.10A; 4.2F, 4.3C, 4.10A 

Learning Objectives:   

 Students will be able to define positive reinforcement training as reinforcing good 

behaviors and ignoring bad behaviors. 

 

 Students will be able to list at least two reasons why trainers train animals on a 

regular, frequent schedule. 

Materials: N/A 

Background: 

 Introduce this game by asking the students what they think animal training is. Have 

them share their thoughts. 

 

 Explain that at AZA accredited facilities such as Texas State Aquarium, animal 

trainers only use positive reinforcement training methods. That means when they 

train, they reinforce the good behaviors and simply ignore the unwanted behaviors. 

 

 Reinforcement can come in many forms. It may be extra food items, toys (known as 

enrichment items), treats such as ice or non-flavored jello, head scratches, water 

splashes, etc. Reinforcement can be anything the animal finds postitive and 

rewarding.  

 

 It is important to note that with these methods, food is NEVER withheld from an 

animal. Animals will always receive their full diets. Also, animals always have the 

choice to participate in training sessions. If the animal chooses to not participate, or 

offers behaviors the trainer did not ask for, they will simply receive their diet at a 

different time shortly after. 

 

 Over time with regular, frequent trainings, the animals learn which behaviors they 

will get immediately rewarded for, and which ones they will not. 

 

 Trained behaviors fall into two main categories: medical (known as husbandry) 

behaviors, and natural behaviors. Medical behaviors help animals to participate 

stress-free in their own medical care, and natural behaviors train/reinforce natural 

behaviors the animal exhibits in their natural habitats. 

Training Game 
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 In this way, trainers and animals are able to work together in a positive way and 

help the animals to learn. Trainers and animals work together every day, in some 

cases, multiple times a day.  

 

 Frequent training sessions is not just to learn, but to also reinforce what animals 

already know, provide mental stimulation and to bond and build strong, trusting 

relationships with their trainers. 

 

Procedures: 

 One person is selected as “The Animal,” and goes out of hearing range. The 

remaining students choose a “Trainer” and a behavior for the Trainer to shape. 

 

 The behavior must be something easy to do physically, which everyone can see. 

Some favorites are turning in a circle, picking up an object, opening or closing a 

door or jumping up and down, etc.  

 

 Avoid two- or three-step behaviors unless you are deliberately working on 

behavior chains. 

 

 The behavior must be something socially acceptable; no disrobing, no behavior 

(like lying on the floor or standing on a table) which is not polite in public. Don't 

pick a behavior involving touching other people! The behavior may involve a 

prop. 

 

 The Trainer will use a handclap or other noise as a positive reinforce.  

 

 Each time “The Animal” hears the handclap or chosen sound, he or she must return 

to the trainer and get an imaginary treat. (This prevents them from just standing in 

one spot and trying to think, which gives you nothing to reinforce.) 

 

 There should be no talking during the shaping; the point of the game is that 

shaping is a non-verbal process. However, cheers, groans, laughter, and applause 

from the students watching are not only permitted but encouraged.  

 

 When the behavior is accomplished, most groups tend to burst into applause.  

 

 The “Animal” then becomes the Trainer, and the group chooses another “Animal.” 

The new “Animal” leaves the room; the group chooses a new behavior, and the 

session starts again.  

 

 

Helpful Hints 
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If you get totally "stuck," and the “animal” has either stopped working altogether or is 

uselessly repeating the same action over and over, here are some things you can try. 

 Change the environment by taking the group to another part of the theater. 

 

 Try a new behavior. Once your animal is working again, you can go back to the 

original behavior. 

 

 Be generous with reinforcements; it's better to reinforce some behavior, even the 

wrong behavior, than to reinforce nothing at all. 

 

 Try using a prompt. For example, to get someone to bend over, you might drop 

an object on the floor—a key ring, say—and reinforce the person for leaning 

down to pick it up. 

 

 Check to see if you are trying to train two behaviors at once, or if what you want 

is really a chain; if so, remember that you will have to train the end behavior first. 
 

https://www.clickertraining.com/glossary/17#term253

