
f you ask a group of parrot lovers,
"What's the most important behav-
lor to teach pet parrots?" without
glvlng it a second thought, many

peopte woutct responct, ttStep [J;l!tt

Thafs what we used to say, too. Then one day, my daugh-
ter sent me a photo she'd taken in Washington, D.C., with
the caption, "How do you walk a bunch of [ it '  kids to the
city museum and get back to school with the same number
you left with?" The answer: Teach them to target just [ ike
Lori Witson taught Lill Dude the Pacific parrottet (Forpus
coelestis)l So we gave it a second thought and decided that
targeting should be added to the l ist of very important
skilts to teach our parrots.

Rt=ACt{ OtJl- & l1)tJct{
Targeting is the behavior of touching a designated object,
the target, with a designated body part, t ike a hand or
beak. We hard[y notice the many different examptes of tar-
geting behavior that occur every day. In the case of the tit-
tte kids on their way to the museum, the chitdren learned to
target a rope with their hands to earn praise and a fietd
trip. Toddters readity target adutts'outstretched hands with
their own tittte hands. And, school kids quickty learn to tar-
get their seats with their bottoms when their teacher gives
the cue, "Sit down!"

Li[ Dude learned to target a coffee stirrer with his beak
to earn praise; a click sound and a bite of mi[tet. Birds rou-
tinely target their perches with their feet when presented
with a dowel inside their cages or on playgyms. And some
birds target their caregive/s tips with their beaks, al.so
known as giving kisses. Even stepping onto our hands is an
exampte of targeting.
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Teaching parrots to target a stick or other object with
their beaks is a great learning goal because it gives us a
hands-off way to guide their movements. It atso gives us the
opportunity to enrich their l ives with fun activit ies and lots
of positive reinforcement.

touches its beak to a stick?
The answer, says trainer Catherine Crawmer is, "What coutdn't
we do with it?" Below are several suggestions for how targeting
can be used to improve our interactions with our parrots. Let
your imagination soar with even more ideas.

. A panot that is uncomfortable interacting with humans
can be taught to touch a target stick while it remains securely
inside its cage. This can be the beginning of a great retationship
that can lead to future hands-on contact. It also provides an

opportunity for in-cage exercise.
. A parrot that avoids going into its cage, stepping onto

hands, or getting off shoulders can be taught to fottow a tar-
get to the desired location without force or coercion. This
positive approach can change a chronic objector into a coopera-
tive partner.

. A parrot with a strong targeting response can be redirect-
ed to the target and away from charging, chasing, or biting.
This can turn a probabte disaster into a positive reinforcement
interaction in the btink of an eye.

o Targeting can be part of teaching medical and hus-
bandry behaviors such as stepping onto a towet or scale,
going in and out of a travel cage, and bathing. Eventuatty,
the behavior can be paired with a different cue, such as a hand
signal or word, and the target stick faded out of the picture.

o With targeting skitt, parrots can learn new fun behaviors
such as turning in a circte, climbing up and down ladders, and
ringing a bett. This can enrich their lives in captivity by adding
stimutation, probtems to solve and physical exercise. It also
increases productive one-on-one time with their caregivers. This
is much preferred to shoulder or perch potatoes.

l't=Act-t \'01,tt IrARR()]' 1'()'tAttct=t'
Training a parrot to target is not hard when you fotlow the
pr inciples and procedures of  posi t ive reinforcement teach-
ing.  The key to great teaching is to arrange the environ-
ment to make the desired behavior comfortabte to do and
very rewarding. Here are the basic steps to hetp you train
touching a target.

. Decide on the object that witt serve as the target. This
can be a chopstick, coffee stirrer, or even your ctosed hand.
This item should be used on[y for targeting (touching with
beak), not for other purposes such as a perching.

o Identify a favorite item, activity or food treat to
reward the desired behavior. Present the target as close to
the bird as you can white ensuring that the bird remains
comfortable. Some birds witl touch the target right away and
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Behind every parrot behavior
is a reason; behavior serves a

puryose.
To discover the reason look at
what happens right after the

behavior, the consequence.
Parrots naturally choose
behavior that yietds the most

positive consequences, called posi-
tive reinforcers.

The tricky thing is that every
parrot is an individual and has

a personal parrot point of view
about which consequences are pos-
itive reinforcers.
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To learn what your parrot's
positive reinforcers are, care-

fully observe favorite activities,
people and food treats.

You can increase your parrot's
good behavior by giving rein-

forcers immediately and consis-
tently for small improvements
toward the final behavior goal.

The bad news is you can unin-
tentionally reinforce probtem

behaviors too, for example. petting
a screaming bird to quiet it.

To avoid problem behaviors,
take care not to reinforce them

in the first place. Arrange the envi-
ronment carefully to make the
right behavior easier than the
wrong behavior.

Empowering parrots to make
choices is essential to behavioral

health; facilitate rather than force.
You get what you rein-
force, so catch your parrot

being good!
How do you walk a bunch of Lil

Kids to the city museum and get
back to school with the same num-
ber you teft with? The same way you
teach LiI Dude: Right on target!

\
(

I
T
n
f

ir
t



livery
clicl< is

follorruecl
lry a treat.

you can capture the behavior wi th
quick det ivery of  the reinforcers.  Other
birds witt learn better by rewarding
sma[[  steps start ing wi th [ooking at  the
target,  leaning toward the target,  mov-
ing toward the target and, ul t imatety,
touching the target wi th the beak.

. Reward each step consistently and
immediately to communicate clearly
to your parrot what behavior produces
the reinforcers. Praise or ctick the
jnstant your bird does the r ight  behavior
to "mark" it and then strengthen the
marker by detivering a treat or other
strong reinforcer every time you praise
or click. As your parrot gets closer with
each step, discontinue reinforcing the
previous steps.

. If your bird grabs the target,
catmly tet it go. After a few minutes of
exploring the stick, your bird wilL[ get
back to work f inding the behavjor-con-
sequence cont ingency, which is:  When
the stjck is in view, if you touch the
stick gent[y, then you wi[[ earn rein-
forcers. If grabbing the stick yietds less
reinforcement. the behavior wi[[
decrease in favor of touching the stick.

o Once the bird is touching the tar-
get without hesitation, start moving
it around so that your parrot has to
move to touch the target. Hotd it teft,
right. high. [ow, ctoser and further away.
If you need to go back to an easier,
step, don't hesitate to do so and then
stowty raise your criterion for reinforce-
ment again.  Sometimes you have to
back to go forward. The idea is to have
fun learning together.

\frrt{ ER E't't{ t= t3 EAt(
Gor=s 1'r{r= r3()DY
\r\fil-t- FOt_t-ov\f
Targeting is an important behav'ior for a[[
parrots l iving with humans. With target-
ing we can guide parrots to move in ways
that protect. manage and enrich their
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LORI & L! Ii
DtrDl='si.I'IIAI NING I-OG
THE FIRST S]EPS I TOOI( IN TRAINING UT DUDE
was discovering what would be the best treat to use
for training. This should be the panofs fuvorite treat.
In Dudet case, he was partial to safftower seeds; he
loves them but he couldn't eat one fast enough to be
used for training, so I decided use millet seed instead.
Dude didn't have a problem with millet but I was hav-
ing a hard time steadying the whole spray to actually
get it to his beak. Once the "Aha!" moment hit me, I
began using just a bud of millet and Dude's formal
training began. Sometimes itt the human who needs
the training (wett att the time reat$).

I decided to use a clicker to be even faster at
marking the right behavior than offering the food
alone. It only took him one afternoon to associate
the click sound with the reward. Dude was ready to
move on to targeting.

I witt be the fust to admit I am not the most coordi-
nated individual. It was a tittle troublesome holding
the clicker, my Starbuck coffee stirrer (the target
stick) and the millet bud all together. I practiced with-
out Dude fust, trying to perfect my technique. I was a
much slower leamer than he was. I took Dude out and
put him on his play gym while I was setting up his
training perch, getting the clicker, ptucking the mittet
buds and finding the coffee stirrer. My plan was to put
him on his perch for target training sessions.

I guess he got curious as to what his mom was
doing. I had the clicker and target stick in one hand
and as I was trying to position the clicker I must have
gotten a little close to Dude. Before I knew it, he
approached the stick and nipped it. At this point I was
a little startled but I clicked and fumbled for the millet
I had next to me.

I wasn't quite sure what to do next - did he really
get it that fust? Did I click and reward in time to com-
municate that touching the stick was what got me to
ctck and treat? I had to find out. I took a deep breath
- got myseU centered and ready to do it for real this
time. I placed the stir stick a few inches in front of his
beak, he nipped it, and I clicked and treated. I felt
like the guy in "My Fair Lady" as we began to talk the
same language. I then began to move the stjck to dif-
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ferent positions. I was so excited I never remembered
to move him to his training perch.

I held the stick to the left, to the right, behind
him, below him, above him, at the top of his ladder
and at the bottom of his ladder. It didn't matter where
I put the stick, Dude would target it. I was amazed but
still not convinced he could have leamed so quickly. I
also wanted my then fianc6e, now husband Timothy
Wilson, to witness my little wonder bird and take pho-
tos. I ran outside, grabbed Timothy and had him get
the camera. I then started with the targeting again
and Dude contjnued his earlier success with photos to
document his training. LiI Dude was amazing!

AUTH0RS'N0TE: This articte is written in memory
of Lil' Dude, who passed away due to an unexpect-
ed illness. He made a big mark for such a lil' fellow,
and continues to do so.



[ives without force or coercion of any
kind. Depending on a parrot's history with
humans, stepping onto a hand or even
being touched can be an advanced behav-
ior. Teaching targeting allows us to buil.d
a positive relationship first, before we ask
for more than some birds can comfortabty
give. Every bird is an individuat - a study
of one - and our teaching ptans shoutd
be customized accordingty.

Target training is also a great f irst
behavior for  beginning trainers to
teach their parrots. By focusing on
detivering a high rate of we[[-t imed
reinforcement for smat[ approximations
toward the end goat,  your t ra in ing ses-
sions wi[[ be right on target. I

Susan G. Frtedman, Ph.D., is a psychoLogy pro-

fessor at Utah Stote University. Her areo of

expertise is Leorning and behovior with a speciaL

emphasis on chiLdren's behavior disorders. Susan

also worl<s with componion parrot caregivers,

onimol trainerc, veteinaians and zoo sffi to

opply to animals the same humane, scientificaL-

ly sound teoching strategies thot have been so

effective with human Learners, caLLed AppLied

Behovior AnaLysis. The guiding pincipaL of this

approoch is a hierarchy ofteaching interuen-

tions stafting with the most positive, Ieast intru-

sive, effedive behaior solutions.

Lori Wilson Lives in Socramento, CA, where

she shares her home with her husband and

their seven porrots, including three par-

rotLets, Loi is a proud graduate of Susan

Friedman's on-Line behovior class, "Livinq

ond Learninq with Panots."


