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CHAPTER 1




  The Sport of Agility


  Pairs ice-skating requires balance, flow, precision, speed, and trust between partners. The accuracy and pace of a successful performance are inspiring. Each partner relies on and communicates with the other to achieve perfection. Although the team members have different abilities and skills, each blends his or her performance into the other’s to form a cohesive, balanced partnership. Neither member can perform alone.


  Like pairs skating, agility is a team sport. A flowing, accurate performance is based on precision teamwork. Canine and human partners work together—interpreting and functioning in unison—to successfully navigate a demanding obstacle course. Using a shared language, often unique to each team, human and canine blend their efforts and skills to perform together, pushing for speed and accuracy on every curve, turn, and straight line. Agility showcases each species’ ability to communicate and function together.
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  Racing all out to the finish line.
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  Agility dogs are agile and fast. (Photo courtesy of Joe Canova)


  Each team member has a different task. Racing against the clock, handlers must direct their dogs to jump, climb ramps, navigate through tunnels, traverse a seesaw, and weave through a line of poles in a configuration designed to challenge. It is the handler’s job to direct the dog to the correct obstacle and ensure a safe execution. The dog is responsible for the actual obstacle performance. The precision beneath the team’s accuracy and dynamic flow is based on the relationship between the dog and handler. An outstanding course run has an inherent rhythm and balance and elicits applause from spectators, whether the team is a beginner or seasoned competitor. It is this display of the human-dog bond that has made agility the fastest-growing dog sport in America for almost a decade.


  Agility made its debut in 1978 as a demonstration at the United Kingdom’s Crufts Dog Show. Conceived by John Varley, the event was intended to entertain the crowd during the spare time in the main arena between the end of the obedience championships and the commencement of the group breed judging. What evolved was the brainchild of Peter Meanwell. He used an equestrian show jumping format to showcase the canine’s strength, speed, and agility over a variety of equipment, including the seesaw, weave poles, pause table, and several jumps. Using a simple course flow, Meanwell wanted an event that was safe and fun for the dogs while providing spectator appeal. With two teams of four dogs, he succeeded dramatically. The crowd loved it, and the dogs loved it. By 1979 several British dog training clubs were training agility dogs and the first Agility Stakes competition was held at the International Horse Show in London that December. In 1980 the British Kennel Club became the first organization to recognize agility as an official sport with a sanctioned set of rules.
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  Agility offers a multitude of competition levels and events.


  Dog agility grew quickly into a unique sport that spread around the globe. In 1985 Kenneth Tatsch, having seen agility in England, began putting on agility exhibitions in Texas, and within a year he founded the USDAA. The first national championship tournament series in North America—the Grand Prix of Dog Agility—was held in 1988 at the Astro World Series of Dog Shows in Houston, Texas. In 1990 USDAA began offering agility titles, and a half dozen existing and new dog organizations quickly followed with their own sanctioned agility events. In 1993 the North American Dog Agility Council (NADAC) was formed, and in 1994 the AKC held its first agility trial in Texas. Within a few years, agility competitions were being held in all fifty states, making agility the fastest-growing dog sport in America. In the first year of AKC agility, there were 23 trials with about 2,000 entries. By 2003 there were 1,379 trials. By 2007 the number of AKC trials in the United States exceeded 2,000.


  As the sport grew in popularity in the United States, it began to homogenize. The basic rules and requirements to compete stabilized across venues, and the equipment began to become standardized. Although the different organizations that sponsor agility competitions continue to be unique and have slightly different equipment requirements, most now use the same basic pieces of equipment.


  Today’s agility consists of four types of equipment: jumps, tunnels, weave poles, and contacts, which are the dog walk, seesaw, pause table, and A-frame. The dog walk is a series of three ten-inch- or twelve-inch-wide planks connected into a raised walk. The length and height of the dog walk can vary. The seesaw is a teeter-totter. The dog walks up to the tip point and rides the plank down. A pause table is a flat, raised table on which the dog must pause for several seconds. The A-frame is a set of four-foot-wide boards connected and raised into an A shape. The height of the A-frame varies by organization. Many of these pieces of equipment are now incorporated at lower heights in many dog parks and in dog play areas. All the basic training for each piece of equipment is covered in this book—for all levels of enjoyment.


  Whether you are exploring dog agility for fun or for competition, the advantages are numerous and the benefits do not depend on the level or intensity of your training. First and foremost, agility is super fun for dogs and great exercise for you both. Racing through tunnels, leaping jumps, and charging up an A-frame offer dogs high-intensity exercise. It is recess—supersized! Many of the working breeds thrive on this level of activity. Agility also builds confidence. Dogs learn assurance and self-reliance as they figure out how to cross the dog walk, navigate through a curved tunnel, or bounce through a series of jumps. Through agility training, dogs learn to believe in their own abilities. In addition, agility offers dog owners a chance to bond with their dogs. It requires that you function as a team and, as such, your relationship with your dog evolves. These new dimensions in the canine-human relationship are what make agility so enjoyable.


  At Agility & Beyond, coaches and instructors focus on the relationship between dog and handler. Methods and techniques build and then reinforce the bond between teammates from equipment introduction to sequence training. Whether you are training for pure fun or for competition, the agility training described in this book will ensure an improved relationship with your canine pal. Using our methodology, you can enjoy agility with your dog in your backyard, in a group class at your local dog club, or at a national competition.




   
  
  CHAPTER 2




  The Team


  In a sport where precision and speed are equally important, the team must be balanced and controlled. Both dog and handler must learn a wide range of skills to achieve trust and stability so that each member can rely on and work off the other. Agility begins with the equipment performance, which is the dog’s job. It then changes slightly as pieces of equipment are connected in short sequences. For example, you may ask your dog to do a jump, then go to the seesaw, and then onto the pause table. At the short sequence level, the dog and handler must begin to function as a team. Once the team is flowing together, the dog and handler can work on long sequences and then on a full course, which consists of fourteen to twenty obstacles set in a prearranged order. Communication between dog and handler grows in importance at every level. And yet, every team is unique. Every pair develops its own nuances and communication pathways. Ultimately, teamwork is what makes agility addictive fun for both members of the team.


  Beyond the fun factor and the incredible thrills found in competition, there are multiple advantages to agility training for both teammates.



	TEAMWORK

The trust and communication built into your relationship as you train are priceless. Relying on and communicating with each other, you, the human member, evolve from trainer to partner. This conversion is exhilarating. It strengthens the bond between you and your dog and turns mere cooperation into a true connection. And this connection is permanent and exists off the agility course as well. As your working partner, your agility dog bonds to you in a deep, enduring friendship.
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  A front cross alerts the dog to a change in direction. (Photo courtesy of Joe Canova)



	CONFIDENCE


A common phenomenon in agility is the handler who takes a shy, nervous dog to class for fun and ends up competing for years with a confident, athletic dog. Worried, nervous dogs gain assurance during agility training. They become confident in their own abilities and become joyful playmates. The transition of a shy, skittish dog into a rambunctious, playful creature is a true joy to watch.



	PLAYTIME


Put simply, agility is recess with your dog. It is compelling. You do not have to compete to enjoy the sport. As its popularity grows, local clubs and 4-H groups offer more and more fun agility events, and many townships have incorporated agility equipment into their dog parks. An agility class once a week may be enough for you to enjoy this sport with your dog. Alternately, you (or your dog) may get so enthused that you end up purchasing a full set of equipment for your backyard!
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  Agility is a wonderful sport for every dog breed. (Photo courtesy of Joe Canova)



	EXERCISE


Agility is physically demanding. An hour class can provide plenty of exercise for your dog and you. As you progress into short sequences and full course work, the phrase—“run for fun” can take on a whole new meaning!



	VARIETY


With multiple agility registries offering a variety of classes and levels of competition, agility has something for every dog, every handler, and every team. There are classes that emphasize jumping ability, classes for dog’s that love tunnels, classes that depend on strategy, and classes that reward consistency. Many of the largest agility organizations in the United States are described in chapter 12.





  Whether you use agility for playtime, exercise, or competition, the strength of your team begins with its members: dog and handler.

  
 
    
  The Dog

  



  All dogs are not created equal. Although all dogs are a single species, their body size, color, inherent abilities, and temperaments vary enormously. For hundreds of years specific traits were bred into specific breeds. Many of these selected traits drive behavior and are part of the dog. For instance, it is very difficult to remove the herding instinct from a Border collie or the hunting instincts from a Welsh springer spaniel. In any breed, and even within the same litter, some dogs display more inherent instincts than others, but the critical factor is to recognize what your dog’s natural instincts tell him to do. If your dog’s core (or soul) has a hunting dog lurking there, he is going to hunt. If your dog’s core breeding tells him to herd, he will herd whatever is around—you, a duck, or the neighbor’s cat. If your dog has basically been bred to be a house pet, you may actually have to encourage him to walk on grass and may need to beg to get him over mud.


  None of this should unduly impact your desire to train your dog in agility. It just means every dog needs to be evaluated, trained, and handled a little differently. Agility is a wonderful sport for every dog breed from Yorkshire terrier to Bernese mountain dog.


  The type of dog may pose certain challenges in training and handling, but no dogs are excluded. Thus, agility is frequently referred to as a “sport for all dogs.”
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  Puppy play with the tunnel can begin at an early age.


  AGE CONSIDERATIONS


  What ages are appropriate for agility? There are guidelines but no real rules. Puppies under six months of age are generally not coordinated enough to begin agility training. Furthermore, they should not be in public places until they have all their vaccinations and are protected from disease. Run your puppy around the yard or a quiet park and get him used to wearing a collar, walking on a leash, playing with toys, and walking with you. Once your puppy is between three and six months of age, attend a puppy kindergarten or beginner obedience class, which often incorporates tunnels and tippy boards during puppy playtime. Look for a class that emphasizes handler-dog interactions and that teaches simple obedience using positive reinforcement.


  Once they are seven or eight months old, most puppies can begin agility training. Puppies love tunnels and enjoy playing on equipment set on the floor or at puppy height and love to chase around their human buddy. The limiting issues are physical development and mental control. During the first year, bones are growing, joints are forming, and the dog’s personality is still developing. Excessive wear and tear—on the body or mind—during this growth time can lead to serious problems in an adult dog. However, these youngsters have natural enthusiasm and energy. Agility training channels this energy and helps develop a strong bond between dog and handler. So to avoid injury and stress, keep training sessions short, jump heights low, and the exercises fun.


  Older dogs should be evaluated on their fitness level, overall health, and ability to be controlled rather than their age.


  FITNESS EVALUATION


  Dogs are no different than people. They live healthier, happier lives with good nutrition, daily exercise, and a few common sense precautions, such as vaccines and preventive medical care. You need to consider your dog’s physical condition very carefully before adding new activities to his life. There are a lot of couch potatoes out there in the canine world. The quality of your dog’s experience and the level of fun for you as his partner in agility are directly proportional to the care and preparation provided before you start.


  Today one in every three dogs in the United States is overweight. The risks of being overweight are the same whether you have two legs or four and include diabetes, heart disease, joint problems, cancer, and a shortened life span. The physical demands of agility can be downright dangerous for an overweight dog. So how exactly do you determine if your dog is overweight? There are three simple tests that will get you started on an answer. For long-haired or double-coated dogs, check the follow when the dog is soaking wet.

  
 
    
  
     
  Health Tip


  With no sweat glands and only panting available to disperse body heat, dogs are much more susceptible to heatstroke than we are. Your dog cannot remove his coat and cannot always sense when to rest. Unusually rapid panting, a bright red tongue, and/or staggering are signs of heat exhaustion. If any of these signs occur, you need to cool your dog down immediately. Put cool water or cool cloths under the legs, on the feet, and on the tummy. Do not put cool water on the dog’s back. Keep the dog quiet and in a cool spot. Offer plenty of water. If ice cubes or ice pops are available, let your dog chew the ice in small amounts. Resume activity slowly. Common sense, good conditioning, and plenty of water can minimize the risk of heatstroke.


  

  
  

  
  Ribs


  With your dog standing, press gently on the skin over the ribs. You should be able to feel the ribs without pressing. If you have to press hard to feel rib bones, then your dog is probably overweight.


  Waist


  Stand over or just slightly behind your dog while he is standing and look for a waistline. A slight indentation or tuck should be visible just behind the ribs and before the hips. This is your dog’s waist. If the waist is not clearly visible, your dog is probably overweight.


  Abdomen


  While your dog is standing, look at him from the side. You should see a distinct tuck or curve between the rib cage and hind legs. If the abdomen is not visible, your dog is probably overweight.


  Agility is physically intense for both dog and handler. If you are not sure about your dog’s fitness level, or you know for sure your dog needs to get started on an exercise program, take your dog for long walks before you enroll in a class or begin agility training. Walk, walk, and then walk some more. Go around the block several times a day and then increase the distance gradually. You should also acclimate your dog to different temperatures. When you start your dog’s fitness program or early agility training, avoid the hotter parts of the day; dogs have a tough time ridding themselves of heat.


  HEALTH CHECK


  The second step is a visit to your veterinarian. Like humans, dogs should not be started on a diet and exercise program without first making sure that the extra weight is truly from overeating and/or a lack of exercise. If your dog does need to go on a diet, help him to remove the weight gradually. Ask your veterinarian for alternate foods and think carefully about how many snacks, table scraps, and treats your dog gets. This is critical as you begin training more. A few diet changes and a regular exercise program will get your dog started on a healthier lifestyle and into agility training in no time.


  Another important health consideration is spaying/neutering your pet. If your dog is not part of a breeding program, spay (female) or neuter (male) your pet. It is healthier for your pet and eliminates potential behavior problems.


  CONTROLABILITY


  You must also evaluate your dog’s behavior. If you have a shy or nervous dog, the noise level and energy in an agility class may frighten him. A low-key obedience, rally, or pet tricks class can give your dog a chance to learn to focus and learn around other dogs, without the stress of navigating agility equipment. Alternately, many of the breeds that excel at agility have a high tolerance for activity, but this tolerance also comes with a high prey drive, which is the basic instinct to chase. All the activity and motion in agility class can be overstimulating. It is not uncommon for dogs to get overexcited and lose their ability to focus on you or their training. For a dog with high prey drive, agility class may be too much excitement. Furthermore, if you have a dog that is not well socialized or shows signs of aggression, agility class can quickly bring out the worst in your dog. With aggressive or high prey drive dogs, we recommend several obedience classes before you start agility classes. You must have control of your dog—in every situation—before you can begin agility.


  
    
  The Handler

  



  Keeping track of your dog, the sequence of obstacles, and your own path through an agility course is physically and mentally challenging. Furthermore, the intensity of the activity increases proportionally with the speed of the dog. Agility requires you to be both your dog’s trainer and his partner. This unique mix makes agility exciting and fun. It also makes it difficult. As a team member, you—the handler—must also evaluate your own interests, skills, and fitness level.


  INTEREST LEVEL


  Agility provides great exercise and entertainment. It is also a highly competitive, speed sport. For you and your dog, it can be entertainment, competition, or both. Enrolling in a beginner class for fun is common in agility. Most instructors incorporate a multitude of desires and goals in classes. When you enroll in a class, be sure to express your current goals to your instructor.


  Whether you are training for fun or competition, the first phase of agility training is to teach the dog the equipment, including tunnels, weave poles, jumps, pause table, and the contact obstacles (dog walk, A-frame, seesaw). Once the dog understands how to approach and execute all the individual pieces of equipment, the human half of the team must learn how to direct the dog through a short sequence of obstacles. Often the handler—after months of agility classes—is basically untrained! This often comes as a surprise to many handlers. Keep in mind that training the dog on the equipment is only the beginning of the process, though there is overlap. As a dog learns a new piece of equipment, it can be inserted into short sequences, which gives the handler a chance to work on timing and communication. Agility training, however, takes several years, and even the most accomplished dogs with experienced handlers often take eighteen to twenty months to advance to full course work. Of course, every step of the process is fun and challenging!


  AGE CONSIDERATIONS


  Learning to juggle your performance and your dog’s takes practice and patience. To this end, the age of the handler is also a consideration. Most youngsters need to be at least eleven or twelve before they begin training an agility dog. If your child has trained a dog in obedience or rally or has a competitive sports background, then he or she may be able to start a little earlier. It is also easier for younger handlers to begin agility if they work an experienced agility dog. This reduces or eliminates the equipment introduction and training phases and allows the child to focus on performance. If you have a novice dog and junior handler team, enroll them in an obedience or rally class first to ensure effective communication and to attain mutual cooperation before they begin agility. Basic obedience training can also provide your child with a better understanding of the principles of dog training, such as consistency, effective rewards, and positive reinforcement. These may or may not be part of a beginner agility class, which focuses on training the dog to perform each obstacle.


  PHYSICAL CHALLENGES


  Agility is physically demanding. It requires agility from both team members. Before you engage in a high-speed run around an obstacle course on an uneven or wet surface with your dog, consider your own age and joint development (or deterioration). The abrupt starting, stopping, and turning required of an agility handler can cause injury to unwary knees and ankles. In fact injured handlers are more common in agility than injured dogs!


  You must follow the same guidelines for yourself as you did for your dog. Before you enroll in a class, evaluate your own fitness level and set your goals accordingly. A handler with physical challenges or limits simply requires a different set of skills, much like a handler with an extremely fast dog or with a tiny dog. Be sure to explain these limits to your instructor so class work and drills can build the skills you will need to proceed with your dog’s training.
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  AKC Excellent Standard Course


  It is also important for the handler to wear appropriate shoes and clothing. Zip up or remove loose clothing that can catch on agility equipment. Do not try to train or run in dress shoes or sandals. Wear shoes with treads and ankle support. If you are training outdoors on grass or dirt, invest in shoes that have a distinct raised tread, such as cross trainers or turf shoes. These are absolutely necessary for running on damp or extremely dry grass. If you are training indoors on rubber mats or carpet, purchase shoes with a flatter bottom, such as running or tennis shoes, to prevent snagging cleats on edges or loose threads.
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  Analyzing a course through a crowd can be difficult.


  MENTAL CHALLENGES


  Mental acuity is also needed for agility training. Remembering the course sequence, your path, the dog’s path, and the rules for the class you are running—all while directing your partner at full speed—is not for everyone. Unless you have your dog trained to read numbers, it is your job to direct the dog through each sequence or course. At the highest level of competition, there can be anywhere from eighteen to twenty obstacles with a path that doubles back multiple times over the same obstacle.


  In addition to memorizing your dog’s path in a short, ten-minute walk-through, you must also know where you need to be at any given point to give those directions. During the walk-through, which is a set time before an agility competition begins when the handlers can review and analyze the course, there may be twenty, forty, or even sixty other people walking the course at the same time. And, of course, agility is the “sport of the unexpected.” When running the course you must also learn to adjust and revise your position and location to help your teammate succeed.


  If you have trouble remembering sequences or stress quickly in competitive situations, try rally or obedience before advancing into agility. If agility is a passion, go to matches, drop in to different agility classes, and try the games classes, such as NADAC tunnelers [see page 233] or CPE colors [see page 230]. All of these offer different situations in which to practice and play with your dog, before you try more stressful environments or more competitive classes.




   
  
  CHAPTER 3




  Getting Started


  The Agility & Beyond methodology is simple and is used for every dog. Though the methodology is the same for different breeds and ages, the actual training may vary, depending on the speed at which the dog learns and the temperament of the dog. The basic tenants are introduce, train, and then proof. Every exercise is introduced gently with an emphasis on consistency and clarity. We introduce each exercise in detail and explain how to fix common problems. The introduction is followed by practice drills. These training exercises expand your dog’s understanding of the required behavior. The final piece is proofing. Testing or proofing your dog’s knowledge and understanding requires creativity and patience but guarantees the consistent performance needed in a confident, winning team.


  Another distinctive component to the Agility & Beyond methodology is the interwoven training methods. For example, the introduction to jumping is used as a warm-up before class or a course run. Groundwork drills are used during short sequence work to clean up lines and clarify body language communication. We use jump chutes, circles, and grids to keep our dogs’ jumping accurate while trialing and pushing for speed. Every exercise and drill has multiple purposes and is used throughout the dog’s competitive career.


 
    
  The Process

  



  These are the fives stages of the Agility & Beyond process:


 
	OBEDIENCE BASICS

  The dog must be under control and be willing to pay attention to his handler. Basic obedience commands for agility include Come, Wait, Sit, and Down.



	GROUNDWORK TRAINING


  You must be able to direct your dog between obstacles. Groundwork trains the dog and handler to move together as a team between the various pieces of equipment.



	EQUIPMENT INTRODUCTION


  Every obstacle—jumps, tunnels, seesaw, pause table, A-frame, dog walk, and weaves—must be trained individually.



	SHORT SEQUENCE WORK


  At this level the team negotiates a short series of obstacles. A short sequence usually has three or four obstacles. The types of obstacles used depend on the dog’s age and competence on the equipment. Early sequence training can be simply tunnel-to-tunnel, while a more advanced short sequence might be seesaw-tunnel-weaves.



	FULL COURSE WORK


  This is the precompetition level. Agility teams should be able to navigate successfully through a series of fourteen to twenty obstacles once they are ready to attend fun matches or enter a competition.





  Every stage is worked in order but every level overlaps and interacts with the previous. In other words, you are never done training obedience basics, groundwork, equipment performance, and short sequence work. One of the main reasons Agility & Beyond dogs become top competitors is the interwoven training. For example, groundwork is trained on a solid obedience foundation, incorporated immediately into equipment training, and then reinforced throughout short sequence work. Equipment is introduced with methods and exercises that are used in short sequence work to clarify your dog’s performance to ensure consistency and to keep your dog’s enthusiasm high.


  Young dogs should progress through the early stages of agility training at an easy pace. You must balance their ability to focus with their developing physical abilities. Older dogs can progress at a more rapid pace.
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  Agility is a fantastic game for dogs and humans. (Photo courtesy of Joe Canova)


   
    
  Training Equipment Requirements

  



  One of the first questions many beginners ask is, “How much equipment do I need to purchase?” The answer is, “None.” You can and should begin agility training at a training facility or public park that provides access to the various pieces of equipment. You do not need to purchase expensive contacts, such as a dog walk seesaw, tunnels, or weaves, to begin agility training. As you progress through the training stages, you can decide what pieces of equipment best support your dog’s training. Many, many people train agility without ever owning a piece of agility equipment. Others own a few jumps, weave poles, and, perhaps, a plank on which to train the basics of the dog walk or seesaw.


  The equipment you do need for agility training is surprisingly simple.


  WATER, BAGS, AND CRATES


  Regardless of where you train, always bring along a water bowl and provide your dog with fresh water. Agility is exercise, and your dog is doing a lot of it. Take frequent breaks, especially during warm weather.


 
    
  
     
  Health Tip


  Dogs do not need nor derive any benefit from sports drinks such as Gatorade. These drinks contain a balanced mix of water, sugar (carbohydrates), and salts (electrolytes) and are effective for hydrating human athletes. Dogs do not need sugar and salt to hydrate or rejuvenate tired muscles. Offer lots of water and drink the Gatorade yourself.

  
 

  
  

  
  Another requirement is pooper-scooper bags. If you are training in a public area, you must carry poop bags and, even more important, you must use them. Potty your dog, before you start training. This may take a few minutes, but the time is well spent. Your instructor may also recommend a portable crate. A crate allows you to give your dog a rest period and/or allows you to focus on instructions, walk a sequence, or practice your own moves—all without worrying about what your pooch is doing while your attention is elsewhere.


  COLLAR


  A simple buckle or quick-snap collar is preferred. Either leather or nylon is fine. Prong, choke, and shock collars are not necessary. These are training tools for specific behavior problems, which need to be worked out before you begin agility training. Similarly, harnesses and haltees are not used in agility training. These devices can catch on equipment and impede your dog’s motion and visibility. Furthermore, remove swinging tags or keep a separate collar for training. During training, particularly with jump drills, every takeoff and landing can cause tags to bop your dog in the chin and neck.


  LEASH


  Choose a sturdy four- or six-foot leash. It can be either nylon or leather but not a retractable. Flexible-length leashes are too long and tangle easily with equipment. Select a lightweight leash with a minimum width, which allows you to gather the leash in your hand. Thin slip leads are also acceptable.


  TOYS


  Purchase a toy that your dog will chase and play tug with. Soft fuzzy toys and rope-like toys work well. If you are training in a group, avoid tennis balls and Frisbees, since you may end up rewarding someone else’s dog. Also keep in mind that for agility exercises, the toy is frequently carried in your hand or placed in a pocket. Select a small or medium-size toy, not a six-foot fuzzy snake. Keep your dog’s training toys separate from his playtime toys. This keeps his drive and enthusiasm high during training.


  Some dogs learn chase and tug easier than others. With a dog that does not play immediately or with enthusiasm, we try a variety of games. First, play with different toys until your dog has a favorite. Many dogs engage quickly if the toy makes a sound, such as a squeak, or has a distinct smell, such as a leather work glove. Second, attach the toy to an eight-foot string and lure your dog into a game of chase. Many dogs, particularly terriers and hounds, engage quickly when the toy is constantly moving. And finally, there are specialty toys that have pouches for food. These fuzzy half-breeds are a good choice for dogs with high food drive but low toy drive. With food-toy hybrids your dog must retrieve the toy and bring it to you. Do not run to the toy and offer a treat. Your dog must bring you the toy.


  Also keep in mind that toys are for playing. The game, however, cannot be between the dog and the toy! It must include you. Do not give your dog a toy and let him play with it by himself. Use toys to play with your dog. We never allow a dog to grab his toy and do a “victory lap” around the building. The dog must grab the toy and bring it to you to toss or for a game of tug. If your dog habitually leaves with his toy, put the toy on a string and reel him in. A string lets you control the toy.


  You should also attach a verbal command to toy games. When playing tug with your dog, say Tug! When tossing the ball, say Get it! With a word, you can communicate with your dog. You can tell him which game you are going to play. This can help build drive and keep your dog engaged with you. Your dog is more likely to “share” his toy with you for a game of tug! For toy-driven dogs you also want to use a verbal command that ends the game. Common choices are Leave it or All done.


  
    
  
     
  Health Tip


  If you use hot dogs, string cheese, or lunch meat, select a low-sodium brand. Dogs do not need salt and have trouble ridding it from their systems.


   

  
  


  TREATS


  You will also need treats—lots and lots of treats! Soft treats that your dog can eat easily and quickly are best. Hard treats, such as pieces of dog biscuit, are hard for dogs to eat on the go. Not only does chewing take too long, if your dog has to chew the treat, he will stop. If he does not stop to chew, the treat becomes a choking hazard. Treats that crumble also cause difficulties. It is too easy to drop pieces of food on the floor or in the grass. Food-motivated dogs will stop for every crumb! If you use baked chicken, cut lumps and split them into pieces as you train.


  Treats must also be readily accessible. Use treats that can be placed in a pocket or treat pouch or carried by the dozens in your hand. Never carry treats in your mouth. Although this is popular for obedience training, agility is an active, physical sport, which increases the likelihood of you choking on the treat. Furthermore, unlike obedience, you do not want your dog focused on your face. You want your dog focused on your body position and hand.


  Also keep in mind the color of the treat versus the surface on which you are training. If you are training on grass, use a light-colored treat. Conversely, if you are training indoors on gray or green mats, use a dark-colored treat. This is important if you are training an exercise that requires you to drop a treat on the ground, such as with initial jump training or for a target drill.


  Treat rewards should be bite-size or smaller. Little dogs need little pieces and big dogs need little pieces! Do not offer huge treats just because your dog is big. Think in terms of kibble size. Treats should be bite-size so you can give out lots of them during a training session without filling up your dog’s belly. Commercial treats work just as well as thin-sliced hot dogs, chunks of string cheese, or cooked chicken chunks. If you are using hot dogs or string cheese, slice them in circles, which are easy to hold in your hand and dispense quickly.


 
    
  Treat Recipes

  



  Your dog deserves the best! You know it. And your dog definitely knows it. So why not whip up some homemade treats to show your four-footed pal how much you care? The following recipes contain all natural ingredients. Every recipe has been time-tested by fantastic agility dogs, and every effort has been made to remove those foods that are not healthy for dogs. And, last but not least, all the wholesome ingredients can be found in your typical large grocery store. So head for the kitchen and get cookin’.


 
    
  
     
  Health Tip


  The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) lists all of the following as potentially harmful to dogs:



	Chocolate (baker’s, semi-sweet, and milk)


	Raisins and grapes


	Salt


	Alcohol


	Coffee


	Onion (including onion powder)


	Garlic (including garlic powder)


	Fatty foods (including bacon grease)




  They also list avocados, hops, macadamia nuts, and yeast dough as possibly dangerous to dogs. There are also dogs with wheat allergies. The wheat flour in any of these recipes can be changed to rice or oat bran flour.

  
 

  
  


  
  
  Gooey Blobs
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