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This book is dedicated to 
Jessy, the unlikely agility dog
 who wouldn’t settle for less
 than all-out effort at
 anything. When Jessy chose 
agility, our fate was sealed. 
She chose her friends 
carefully, stuck with them 
for life and made them live 
it to the fullest. I couldn’t 
have asked for more.







Introduction: The FUNdamentals


This book is for helping you learn and enjoy the first-order basics of dog agility training, the FUNdamentals. Agility training begins as simple confidence-building exercises with downscaled obstacles. My way is to separate the elements of difficulty involved on each obstacle and to enjoy each skill conceptually rather than perfunctorily. When the skills are put together this way, the dog doesn’t just tolerate the obstacle, he loves it and feels great pride in performing it. This is a wonderful start to a long and successful competition career, to be sure, but that enjoyment and pride also transfer readily to the dog’s everyday life even if competition is not for you. At any level, this sport invites you to develop a closer bond with your dog than you may ever have imagined.


Like many sports, dog agility is open to anyone who wants to participate. From the moment you decide that you would enjoy running around a large obstacle course to direct your dog over, under, around and through various challenges that you have learned together, think of agility as a team sport. This book is for helping you learn the joys and requirements of the sport and for helping you nurture that same combination of fun, athletics and teamwork in your canine partner.
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SECTION I


THIS 
IS 
AGILITY
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CHAPTER 1


A Contest of Fun


Welcome to an exciting young sport begun in England as an extra mode of entertainment to fill time between events at the world-famous Crufts International Dog Show in 1978. Named dog agility, the event was such a hit with the spectators and the participants that a new dog sport was born.


With agility there’s a whole new possibility for fun and teamwork with your dog. A fine agility course is an impressive and irresistible sight; it looks like a super-playground for dogs. The colors are vivid, bright and shining; the hefty equipment just calls out for playtime, and there’s plenty of room for you and all your friends. The fast-paced action of agility seems to draw spectators from out of the woodwork. Audiences seem to run the course vicariously as the dogs tear around the field, working the course with tails wagging and muscles rippling. The handlers have the job of directing their dogs and helping them do well, but it is certainly the dogs that are in the limelight during competition.






Money will buy a pretty good dog, but it won’t buy the wag of his tail.


—Josh Billings








Dog agility thrived as a sport in England due to the hard work and dedication of several key players and training organizations. Needless to say, many people contributed a great deal of time and effort to building equipment, instructing newcomers and bringing the sport to new locations. For every person who appears in the spotlight, dozens more have worked hard behind the scenes. Thanks must be given to all these people and to their unified goal of developing agility as an athletic sport with the emphasis on fun. Due to their efforts, agility now has such a large following around the world that it draws capacity crowds of competitors and spectators.


Over the last few decades, many variations of the sport have sprung up; some of them, in Europe and in the US, are quite far removed from agility’s original intent and guidelines. Like any new sport, agility is vulnerable to different interpretations from different people; fortunately, international standards are now being adopted. This is the sensible thing to do, as it will ensure that the sport enjoys recognized international terminology and a consensus of interpretation as worldwide competitions become more popular.


AGILITY IN THE US: A VERY BRIEF HISTORY


The United States Dog Agility Association (USDAA) was established in 1985 and incorporated in 1986 as a sole proprietorship to promote English-style dog agility in this country. Coincidentally, the first two enthusiasts to build English-style agility equipment and begin organizing its introduction were both from the state of Texas, though they did not know of each other. Sandra Davis from El Paso and Kenneth Tatsch from Dallas began using their knowledge of the sport in England to build proper equipment in the US. Each continued communicating with experts overseas in order to remain true to the sport as it was intended, and it was through that avenue that they were made aware of each other.
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This fun-loving group attended an agility camp at the author’s White Mountain Agility facility.


In a country as large as the United States, nothing short of a major campaign would be enough to promote a new sport at the national level. Without central guidance and regular communication with agility authorities in England, there would be no hope of maintaining the integrity and focus of the sport as word and interest spread. With the help of underwriting from Pedigree dog foods (also called Kal Kan in the US), Kenneth Tatsch set about organizing a national tournament that would attract the best agility competitors from all parts of the country.


This event, known as the Pedigree Grand Prix of Dog Agility, made its debut in 1988 in conjunction with the prestigious Astro World Series of Dog Shows held at the Astrodome complex in Houston, Texas. The intent was to promote agility in all corners of the country. Because travel across the US can be prohibitively expensive, it was the practice from the beginning for Pedigree to pay the expenses of regional winners to allow them to travel to Houston for the national semifinals and finals.


The Grand Prix tournament has been highly successful and has made many friends for agility. In 1990, the number of regional qualifying trials was increased to 16 (up from 10 in 1989) to accommodate the sport’s increased popularity while keeping the rapid growth under control. Perhaps the growth of the sport in the United States is best measured by spectator interest at the nationals. There was some interest in agility in 1988, although most spectators did not know what they were watching. In 1989, nearly 2,000 people attended the Grand Prix’s finals competition, which was taped for national TV. In 1990, not only did agility have extensive TV coverage but it also had an overwhelming command of the crowds. Stands on both sides of the agility arena were packed with an estimated 4,000 cheering fans.


In 1989, again following the English lead, it was decided to introduce dog agility at a major US horse show. Kenneth Tatsch, again sponsored by Pedigree, called upon five of the Northeast’s top agility dogs. These were Bach (Brenda Bruja), Brownie (Jean MacKenzie), Val (Ron and Cheryl Pitkin) and my dog Jessy, all prizewinners from the New England Agility Team; the fifth was Cooper (Alaina Axford), a national finalist from Pennsylvania. The handlers volunteered days of preparation, travel and work to put on demonstrations and offer one-on-one introductory instruction for many new enthusiasts at the Radnor Hunt International Horse Show in Pennsylvania.


As a result, Brenda, Cheryl, Ron and I combined forces to transport a complete regulation agility course 400 miles to the show site. We also brought a great deal of downscaled equipment for training newcomers. Jean joined us in New York, and Alaina met us at the show site along with Kenneth. There we all worked for four long wonderful days in the rain, sun, wind and chill that Pennsylvania enjoys in October. The overwhelming success of that week’s work put agility on the program at several of the US’s top horse shows in 1990. A forum such as a horse show, so spacious and athletic, seems quite well suited to this sport.


In May of 1990, the very first agility titling event was held under the auspices of the USDAA. At the BB Agility Center in Danville, Virginia, dogs and handlers from all over the country gathered to try the first sanctioned test. Our judge was Sue Henry from Texas, and she set up some challenges that had us very worried, though they would be considered basic by today’s standards. On that day, the first dog to get around the course without faults was Alaina Axford’s Portuguese Water Dog Cooper. In all, six dogs earned the Agility Dog title offered by the USDAA. Blue handwritten certificates were fashioned on the spot for the six qualifying dogs. I still have both of mine, and they are among my most precious agility keepsakes! The five successful handlers included Alaina with Cooper, Marilyn Belli with Vizsla Jessie, Sally Glei with Border Collie Sophie, Fran Hoffman with Manchester Terrier Ali and me with Rottweiler Jessy and English Springer Spaniel Arrow.
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In the early days, agility enthusiasts literally brought the sport to new locations.
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A scene from a regional championship. A “shanty town” pops up around the course as exhibitors set up tents to keep themselves and their dogs in the shade and to protect their gear.


Agility was originally developed by combining the challenges of stadium jumping in the horse world with different challenges unique to dogs. These included many from the canine obstacle courses used by the military. Some, such as the wall, were modified for agility in the interests of safety and smaller dogs.


Other obstacles were made more difficult, and additional ones were added to emphasize specific skills such as balancing, flexing, tunneling and jumping. Agility courses are designed to test a dog’s fitness, flexibility and responsiveness. Obviously the jumps inspired by the horse world had to be adapted for dogs. Nevertheless, the two natural parents of dog agility, stadium jumping and military K-9 courses, can both be seen clearly in the sport today.


The American Kennel Club (AKC) organized its first agility titling program and sponsored a wonderful first trial in Houston, Texas in 1995. The AKC’s program differs markedly from the USDAA’s version and is widely considered more doable for a wider variety of dogs. There are a few other sanctioning organizations in the US as well, and we are lucky to have them all. It’s terrific that we have in this country more than one venue in which to enjoy various interpretations of dog agility. The only downside to the AKC’s program is that it is currently open only to purebred dogs recognized by the American Kennel Club. This represents just a fraction of the dog population in this country, and an even smaller fraction of the purebred dog population recognized elsewhere in the world by international agility organizations. Perhaps this restriction will be changed in the interest of allowing more dogs to take part in the AKC’s wonderful agility program. The other US organizations welcome all dogs, mixed breed and purebred, registered and unregistered, as do some of the international tournaments.


AGILITY OBSTACLES AND COURSES


Dog agility combines a fast pace, physical challenges, strategy and teamwork. And let’s not forget sheer enjoyment. Everywhere the sport is introduced, dogs, handlers, volunteers and spectators alike are falling in love with the crazy, fun-filled games that help give agility its name.


This sport invites each dog/handler team to negotiate an obstacle course. The handler serves as team captain, navigator and chief strategist. The dog does the hard part: following his handler’s directions and negotiating the obstacles. Each course challenges the team to get from start to finish through an array of open and closed tunnels, weave poles, dogwalks, seesaws, A-frames, pause tables, tire jumps and many other types of jumps. For clarification, we can group the obstacles by the type of challenge they represent.
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Flexibility, precision and lightning speed are three key elements in conquering the weave poles.


The first group of obstacles contains those that require the dog to put his whole body through something. These apertures include open and closed tunnels and tire jumps. The open tunnel consists of a long tube; in competition, the tube is often bent to create sharp turns. The closed tunnel begins with a rigid opening, but the dog must then push his way through a long collapsed chute made of canvas or nylon. The tire is a hoop or ring raised up in a strong framework; the dog must jump through its large opening.


The next group of obstacles requires the dog to climb. These are the ramps, including the A-frame, dogwalk and seesaw. The A-frame is composed of two 9-foot ramps, leaned and secured against each other. The dog must go up one side, over the top and all the way down the other side.


The dogwalk consists of narrow planks, each about 12 feet long, going up, across and down. Technically it is a catwalk, but, as that name was incongruous with this sport, the English originators of agility settled on the nickname dogwalk. The highest point of an agility dogwalk is between 4 and 4-½ feet off the ground.


The seesaw is just that, a teeter-totter, and the dog must walk up far enough to tip the raised end down and continue down the plank to dismount.


Each of these ramp obstacles is designed to have us teach the dog to ascend and descend safely. This is measured by whether the dog touches the specially painted contact zones on the end of each ramp. Contact zones are painted in a contrasting color to the rest of the ramp. In the US the zones are yellow, but that is not the prevalent color overseas.


The next group of obstacles is the jumps. Jumps are a major part of an agility course and they come in all kinds. There are hurdles (some with decorative supports called “wings” on each side), single and double bar jumps, panels, spread jumps (both deep and high), broad jumps that are low and very deep and others. The height of the jumps for a given dog is determined by the height classification of the dog as measured to the top of his shoulder blades.


Another type of obstacle is the pause table, which tests the dog’s willingness to interrupt his run and stay in a designated spot in a certain position until the handler directs otherwise. The table is a raised platform that measures 3 feet square. The dog must get onto the table and stay in the required position for a count of five seconds. The judge (or electronic timer) counts backwards from five to one, then says “Go,” at which point the dog may leave. It’s the epitome of “hurry up and wait.”
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The fast-paced energy and the dogs’ enthusiasm garnered many spectators and participants for the sport of agility.


The weave poles are probably the most impressive obstacle in agility. The dog must travel just so down a single row of vertical poles, flexing left and right to go around them, slalom style. The row consists of 6 to 12 poles, generally made of PVC pipe. Poles are usually about 21 inches apart. The dog must enter the line of poles from right to left and may not miss a single one. The speed at which some dogs can accomplish this feat, sometimes pushing three poles at once in different directions, leaves spectators shaking their heads. Our fastest dogs can weave 12 poles in 2 seconds.


In agility competitions, also called agility trials, courses are not generally duplicated, so sequences cannot be trained by rote. Participants do not know until shortly before start time just what obstacle layout and sequence will be assigned. A standard time for the course is set according to the length and difficulty of that particular course. Standard course time describes the number of seconds deemed to be the maximum amount of time a team should take to complete the course without penalty. Different levels of difficulty entail different numbers of obstacles, but a top-level course is usually composed of 20 obstacle challenges.


Each dog/handler team is judged and timed individually. Course faults are assessed for incorrect performance on any obstacle. Time faults accrue against each team that takes longer than the standard course time to complete the run. Depending on time and other constraints of the day’s schedule, the judge often sets a maximum course time (MCT), after which a dog/handler team will be eliminated. Other causes for elimination may include aggressive behavior, soiling the course, poor sportsmanship, leaving the course area and excessive assistance from the handler or from outside the ring. In some classes, elimination also results from other factors like accruing three refusals during a course run, taking the wrong course route, skipping an obstacle or exceeding the maximum fault limit.


Particulars of the course and the judge’s intended scoring of the class are explained to the assembled competitors during the judge’s briefing, after the course has been set up for the running of the class. An informal map of the course layout is generally posted, and copies might be made available for exhibitors, although this is not required. A numbered marker is placed at each obstacle to help everyone learn the required order in which the course is to be run. We’ve mentioned that no two courses are exactly alike, so the dogs cannot memorize their assignments. The handlers must therefore be the navigators.


Immediately before or after the judge’s briefing, handlers get the chance to walk the course without their dogs in order to plan the strategy of their individual runs. Then the test begins, with each dog/handler team taking a turn at the course, one height division at a time.


In a sanctioned test, the handler may not touch the dog or the obstacles without incurring faults, but the handler is free to signal and talk to his dog nonstop, calling out commands and encouraging all he wants. The crowd often plays an important, noisy role in keeping the excitement level high.


Some competitions call for each dog/handler team to compete in two rounds over two different courses, with either the better score or (usually) the cumulative score being taken. Other contests, often when the field is down to the finalists in the event, are a one-shot run. A perfect score is called “clean” or “clear.” All else being equal, the fastest time wins. However, trying to work the course as fast as possible often causes the dogs to make mistakes, such as missing a contact zone or knocking off a jump bar. Each is penalized. Speed is commonly a tiebreaker among clear rounds, and course times are taken, usually by an electronic timer rather than a handheld stop watch, to the hundredth of a second.


Most countries have in place a system for offering agility titles to competitors who meet certain standards. But agility tests are a lot more than titles. Competitions might feature various games classes in addition to the standard agility and jumping classes. Most participants enter more than one class at a day’s event. There are special classes that are less demanding for new or veteran dogs and a rapidly expanding Junior Handler program, which is so important to the future vitality of the sport. More new game classes are always appearing, which are often quite imaginative and always great fun.
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Whether your dog is large and big-boned, lean and lithe or long and low, there is a place in agility for him.


EVERY DOG CAN BENEFIT


Keeping in mind that this sport has a lot to offer anyone, whether competition is of interest or not, it’s fun to speculate about just what makes a good agility partnership between a handler and his dog.


There are many people today, both children and adults, who have close active relationships with their dogs. The relationships between these people and their pets have many of the mental and physical characteristics of a first-rate agility team. Whether they ever join dog agility classes or enter competitions, agility is part of their way of life. And a rich life it is, whether their dogs are purebred or mixed, large or small. The sport of agility offers many new twists, even if you think there’s nothing you and your dog don’t already know about camaraderie.


I see many dogs that desperately need a place to put their energies and many owners, young and not-so-young, who would like to be able to enjoy a better life with their dogs. Agility is a positive thing to do, a step in the right direction. It just might give you the extra motivation it takes to tackle your mutual problems, so you and your dog can learn to understand and appreciate each other.


As for the physical characteristics of a natural agility dog, it is usually assumed that a relatively lightweight, lithe body type is the choice for agility. As different jump heights for shorter dogs are adopted, the height of the dog becomes less important, but different agility flavors (venues) define their height divisions differently, so obtain a copy of the agility regulations that affect your dog. Because the sport is still young, there will be many changes still to come, involving jump heights, obstacles, rules and judging parameters. The only way to keep abreast of the changes that affect you is to join your national agility organization and read the newsletters.


How much does your dog weigh? How tall is he at the withers (shoulders)? An easy way to determine this height is to stand a yardstick next to his front leg and lay a level across the top of his withers. My own experience is that a weight to height ratio of less than 2-½ pounds to 1 pound per inch is good for agility. Of course, other factors can tip the scale in favor of enjoying competition with a dog who doesn’t fit the ideal picture. Many dogs who are big, short or heavy have provided some surprises for the agility world.


If you are out to choose a dog for agility, one who has the right stuff going in, look for a nimble dog. Choose one who is sound, curious and confident and who likes people. If you’re looking at puppies, think in terms of his maturing at a height and size that will be comfortable for competition. Right away, join your national agility organization in order to keep up with this fast-growing sport. You may also find a local club or class that you would enjoy and that would provide opportunities for regular work on regulation equipment and news of local agility events.




National Agility Organizations in the US


Agility is exploding in popularity in the United States. We are fortunate, in our large country, to have a variety of agility venues to choose from. It’s fair to say that there is an agility competition and title available for any sound and healthy dog, from the highest international standard to the most elementary basic skills. Following is only a partial list; while these organizations account for most of the competitions available throughout the United States, they are by no means the only venues. Two good websites to visit for a list of activities sponsored by many different agility organizations are www.agilityevents.net and www.cleanrun.com.


• American Kennel Club www.akc.org


• Canine Performance Events www.k9cpe.com


• North American Dog Agility Council www.nadac.com


• United Kennel Club www.unitedkennelclub.com


• United States Dog Agility Association www.usdaa.com







National Agility Organizations in Canada


The Canadian agility programs were influenced by the early start-ups in the United States, but Canada’s programs have remained distinct and have evolved to have important differences from those in the United States. Many competitors from both countries enjoy competing across the border.


• Agility Association of Canada www.aac.ca


• Canadian Kennel Club www.ckc.ca





Regulations will dictate whether you may compete with smaller dogs at lowered jump heights; this makes a great difference in the dogs many people will choose for agility competition. If you already have a dog that is healthy, is active, likes to jump and can be taught to take direction from you, don’t rule out agility. It combines athletics with lots of casual fun.


Competition aside, agility training can benefit all dogs, but you need to make use of what is good for your dog and avoid putting him to challenges that are unsuitable for him. There are some very large dogs that live very active lives and have bodies that can withstand rigorous agility work. A giant dog who is very fit may do well, and the two of you can have a lot of fun. However, extremely big dogs are not candidates for agility competition at the highest international jump height of 26 inches. That said, the most important benefit of agility training for dogs is in helping them use and enjoy their bodies and minds more fully.


I had a large male Rottweiler that was trim, strong and confident at two years old. He was in terrific shape and always enjoyed agility. His weight to height ratio was more than four to one, well into the danger zone. As with all big dogs, his body was slow to mature, still broadening with age, so all his early jump training was done at low heights. He sailed over full-height jumps on his own given the chance and, like many other agility dogs, he could put his coordination to his own use now and then. While waiting his turn in the back of my parked pickup at the agility field, he would sometimes hop out between the closed tailgate and the raised hatch of the truck cap.


Once, when I saw him do this, I yelled at him, and he spun around and easily hopped from the ground over the raised tailgate to get back in. It seems that with a dog that was so agile I might as well have gone all out, but I believe it would have taken a nasty toll on his body over a few years. The agility title classes are difficult by any standards and especially rigorous for a big dog. It was a difficult decision since he loved the sport. Ultimately I titled him (back then, that meant jumping 30 inches) at age 3.


Does your own dog have any physical characteristic that should make you think twice about competing in agility with him? A dog that has a long back and short legs is at risk of back injury. Any dog that has chronic soreness is at risk, and don’t think that giving pain killers protects your dog from injury—quite the opposite. A dog that is out of shape is at increased risk from all sorts of injury. Weigh the risks and benefits and consider them carefully. Any dog should be sound and healthy before beginning a training program.


Agility is a sport that gives as good as it gets. You don’t need to have your eye on competition, or even a complete agility course, in order to enjoy basic agility training, and all dogs can gain something in the process. For example, a high level of confidence is a plus in agility, but agility training itself can be a wonderful confidence builder for timid dogs. Further, your dog needs to be controllable to compete in agility, but basic agility training can help you establish that control in a positive way. An agility competitor must be strong, brisk and flexible, but any dog can learn some introductory agility exercises and come out stronger, faster and more supple than he started.


How about your dog or a dog you know? Dog agility is a wonderful activity for purebred dogs and mixed breeds, young people and adults, beginners and more experienced participants. If you and your dog would like a little more exercise, a little more fun and a bit of a challenge, then try this terrific sport and see where it leads you.
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CHAPTER 2


Getting Started


“A” IS FOR ATTITUDE


There is nothing more important to education than a positive attitude. Your dog’s attitude toward new things has been shaped to some extent up to this point. He may approach physical challenges with delight, he may brave some novelties and fear others or he may view anything new with misgivings.






If a man neglects education, he walks lame to the end of his life.


—Plato








In any case, you can do wonderful things for your dog by introducing agility training. Agility can help shy dogs feel proud and give active dogs a welcome outlet for their energies. It can boost self-confidence in the insecure dog and sprinkle confidence with common sense in the independent dog. What it can do for you and your dog together depends mostly on you.


Your dog’s attitude is the first thing to consider each time you pick up his leash. What are your goals in this sport? What are you trying to accomplish with your dog today? How can you break that goal down into manageable steps and sensible progressions so that you and your dog will become a better team for the day’s lessons?


If you don’t feel relaxed about a certain lesson, neither will your student, the dog. Instead of going ahead with a lesson that you don’t feel comfortable with, you should either review a previous lesson that was enjoyable to your dog and at which he was successful or introduce an easier version of the lesson you had planned. You can also skip the lesson and go back to it another time. Whatever you do, don’t let an introduction to a new lesson go badly.


Here are three basic guidelines for developing the positive attitude you and your dog need in order to get the most from your mutual education and from agility in particular:


1.   Attitude comes first, before the task is mastered. Like it or not, you are shaping attitude with guidance, with corrections and rewards and with the feeling you project.


2.   Begin your dog’s training with exercises that are easier than you think he needs and progress only when your dog needs more challenge, not when you do. A positive attitude toward the first agility obstacles comes from quick early success. When you hit a real snag later on, leave that lesson alone for a week or so while you go back to those delightful basics.


3.   Don’t let someone else’s timetable for progress dictate your own. Each dog has a distinctive way of learning and needs help from his handler differently. Choose your training times, enticements and challenges according to what will best strengthen your dog’s educational foundation.


Keeping all these things in mind, it is important to think positively. It will make you a better handler and your dog a better partner. Be certain to take your time. Humans are always in such a hurry. A big problem with rushing training, particularly in an active sport like agility, is that it puts on pressure too soon, which undermines the happiness your dog feels for achieving the basics.


Without a positive attitude toward the introductory levels of training, your dog has limited happiness to fall back on when you have training problems later and need to review the basics, as we all do. When you rush through the first steps, or skip them and get right to the hard part, you are building a weak foundation. Even if you have a brave, outgoing dog that seems able to handle it at the time, sooner or later you will be teaching your dog to fail.
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