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Abstract

This article describes a simple and inexpensive table-top exercise to engage adult
learners in the proper baiting of mechanical rodent control devices. The hands-on
exercise described below has been successfully used with audiences consisting of
professional applicators and landowners. Concerns about possible allergic reactions
when using peanut butter are also addressed based on recent research.
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Introduction

Every pesticide safety educator knows that hands-on experiences can have a significant
impact on adult education (Merriam and Bierema, 2014). | have developed a hands-on
exercise suitable for audiences interested in improving their vertebrate pest control
skills. The exercise is inexpensive and easy to implement within most people’s time and
space limits. The impact of this lesson derives from the surprise of learning that what
the attendees thought they knew about baiting and setting a mouse trap was wrong.

Equipment

The equipment listed below is sufficient for 48 attendees and fits within an 18-gallon tote
for convenient storage and transport.

« 24 Victor® Mouse Snap Traps (Woodstream Corporation, Inc. Lancaster, PA)

« 24 Kness® Snap-E Mouse Traps (Kness Mfg. Co., Inc. Albia, IA)

« Jar of creamy peanut butter

» Stack of six-inch paper plates

* Plastic knife or spatula to serve the peanut butter or creamy style product

 Box of cotton swabs

 Container of moist towelettes suitable for use on infants (i.e., non-pesticidal),

enough for 92 towelettes or, in a pinch, substitute paper towels (Fig.1)

Though the brands of traps listed above have been used in my trainings, alternative
brands will work just as well, as long as the snap traps employ broad triggers (not
narrow triggers) and that one trap style uses a bait cup (e.g. Victor) and another uses a
bait tube (e.g., Kness; Fig. 2). | deliberately used two different types of mouse traps
because they constitute the two main types of snap-trap style traps on the market. In
addition, they require different baiting practices. By alternating the distribution of the
traps (e.g., Victor, then Kness, then Victor etc.) you double the learning experience as
each attendee can learn how to bait the other style trap simply by looking at the person
next to them.
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Figure 1. Trap, cotton swabs, glob of peanut butter and paper towels

Note. Photo by Stephen M. Vantassel, Montana Department of Agriculture

Figure 2. (Left) Victor® mouse trap (expanded trigger version) and (Right) Kness Snap-
E® mouse trap

Note. Photo by Stephen Vantassél, Montana Department of Agriculture
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Set Up

The exercise works best when attendees are seated behind tables, classroom style.
Place a tablespoon of peanut butter on the paper plate and place on the table. One
plate should suffice for every four to six attendees. In addition, provide each attendee
two cotton swabs, one for baiting the trap and the other for cleaning the trap. Finally,
distribute two moist towelettes or paper towel sheets to each participant for cleaning any
messes and the trap when the exercise is complete.

Be prepared for some attendees to not just bait the traps, but set and trigger them as
well. | typically advise against this when | ask them to be careful not to hurt themselves
“as our insurance isn’t that good.” This warning not only gets a laugh but also helps to
reduce trap handling that can lead to painful accidents.

Implementation

As you prepare your presentation, consider when to transition your audience to the
hands-on exercise. Place a slide at the right point in your presentation that will instruct
the participants to bait their traps for the capture of mice. Be sure to emphasize that
they are only to bait the traps, not set them. You also must create an additional slide
containing pictures of properly baited traps. This “answer slide” allows attendees to see
correct baiting technique and self-evaluate while reducing embarrassment (Figs. 3, 4).

Figure 3. Image showing proper baiting of the Victor mouse trap

Note. Photo by Stephen Vantassel, Montana Department of Agriculture
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Figure 4. Image showing proper baiting of the Kness Snap-E trap

Note. Photo by Stephen Vantassel

When everyone has had the chance to bait their traps, advance to the “answer slide” to
show them the correct way to bait the traps. Most attendees will over-bait the mouse
traps. The black box on the Victor trap’s trigger (Fig. 3) helps attendees see exactly
where the bait should be placed, as well as how little bait is needed. On the Kness trap
(Fig. 4), the bait tube should only be filled half-way up, as shown. Since the bait tube on
the Kness trap is quite obvious, a box isn't needed in Figure 4 as it is in Figure 3.

The audience is typically shocked to learn that their mouse trap baiting practices do not
follow best practices. | quickly tell them that even during my time as a professional
wildlife operator, | was committing the same mistakes. | then explain the reasons why
over-baiting should be avoided (Fig. 5).

| point out that over-baiting increases the chance that a mouse may feed and trigger the
trap before the rodent is sufficiently situated in the kill zone of the strike bar. In contrast,
proper baiting forces mice to expose themselves more fully to the strike zone thereby
minimizing their chances to escape when they feel the wind from the striker bar.

| conclude the exercise by asking the attendees to clean their traps using the unused
cotton swab and towelettes before | collect the traps.
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Figure 5. The author explaining the finer points of baiting mouse traps

Note. Photo by Beth Thomas, Montana Department of Agriculture

Impact

In my experience, audience reaction has been consistently positive. There are two key
reasons that | believe account for positive feedback. First, the exercise breaks up the
typical pesticide training experience of slide after slide of lecture. Second, attendees
recognize that they are deepening their understanding of a skill (i.e. setting a
mousetrap) that each of them thought they had mastered. The surprise of discovering
that they had not been following best practices reinforces the learning experience
(Merriam & Bierema, 2014). | expect that your results will be similar.

Conclusion

Pesticide safety educators intuitively realize that the lecture-presentation method of
teaching, while necessary, can lead to audience disengagement and boredom. By
contrast, hands-on training can be expensive to implement when considering materials,
storage, and the time commitment. It is my hope that the mouse trap baiting exercise
described above will not only give educators a new idea, but that it will also serve to
stimulate others to develop additional micro-hands-on exercises to both use and share.

Side Bar: Peanut Butter Allergies
Whenever peanut butter is mentioned, someone inevitably raises concerns about
peanut butter allergies. While peanut butter allergies only affect an estimated 1-2% of

Americans (American Academy of Allergy, Asthma & Immunology, 2025), for some
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individuals exposure to peanut butter can threaten their lives via a reaction known as
anaphylaxis. Fortunately, the research shows that sensitive individuals must eat or have
intimate contact with peanut butter to experience an anaphylactic reaction (Simonte et
al., 2003, as cited in Atkins, 2004; Comstock, et al., 2008; Greenhawt, 2018; McKibbin
et al., 2021). Wainstein et al. (2017) found that casual skin exposure to peanut butter
amongst even sensitive individuals does not result in systemic (i.e., anaphylactic)
events. Keep in mind that skin reactions at the point of contact can occur but that
reaction is localized and does not progress to the life-threatening anaphylactic reaction.
Nor do peanut allergens aerosolize in sufficient amounts from peanut butter to be a
legitimate concern (Ventner at al., 2019). Bottom line, the risk of causing an
anaphylactic reaction by using peanut butter is extremely unlikely as the sensitized
individual must either eat the allergen and/or expose mucosal areas (eyes, mouth, etc.).
In addition, allergic reactions are most serious for teens and children, a teaching
audience not typically associated with professional pest control education. Individuals
who know they are allergic to peanut butter can simply opt out of the exercise. If the
aforementioned information still does not stifle fears, then educators can illustrate the
concepts by substituting Play-Doh® for peanut butter.
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