
Nail Trimming with Positive Reinforcement Training

Engage and Reflect
Watch - Zoo Educational Lesson: Trimming Nails for Companion Animals
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxgj6BTti-0

Skills
● Predicting
● Controlling variables
● Interpreting data
● Persistence

.
NGSS Science and Engineering Practices 

● Planning and carrying out investigations

Experience
● 10-15 minutes, 4-5 times a day, for about a week 

If you have a companion animal who lives with you, he or she may benefit from 
positive reinforcement training. Positive reinforcement training is a training 
methodology that gives your companion animal a reward when they do something we 
want them to do. Positive reinforcement training has many steps - for this activity, the 
goal is to have your companion animal learn to help keep their own nails short. The 
ultimate goal is to help our companion animal become more comfortable with vet 
visits.

Celebrating and Saving Wildlife 
The Detroit Zoological Society works with the animals in our care on positive 
reinforcement training, which is an important aspect of animal welfare. When animals 
willingly cooperate with procedures such as blood draws, dental checks, nail trimming 
and others, more invasive techniques, such as using anesthesia, can be avoided.  

Take Action
If you don’t have a companion animal of your own, introduce positive reinforcement 
training to family or friends who do. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxgj6BTti-0


Nail Trimming with Positive Reinforcement Training

Materials: 

Clicker (or a clicking pen) 
Treats 
Nail Board 

Directions

Goal: Make nail trims stress free - 

Notes - 

● For directions how to make a nail board refer to 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxgj6BTti-0

● Take lots of breaks, and have fun! 
● Remember the click is a promise! Even if you accidently click, you need to give your 

companion a treat.

Trimming nails with nail board

Steps to shape the behavior of trimming nails by scratching on a specialty emery board. 

1. Mark when your companion animal touches their paw to the board.

2. Mark the behavior of the paw moving on the board.

3. Encourage the behavior with both paws. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxgj6BTti-0

