Review

By Kay Guetzloff

I was flattered when one of the editors of Clean Run asked me to review the book Fundamentals of Course Design for Dog Agility by Stuart Mah. Then I asked myself, “Why me?” After all, I am a novice agility competitor, although not a novice dog trainer. I only competed in my first agility trial in March 1997, although by now I have three dogs running in Excellent. What could I write about that couldn’t be better said by the experts? However, it was pointed out to me that agility is currently exploding with new competitors and perhaps my novice insight might be helpful to others entering into this sport. Two of my dogs now have MX legs but I still consider myself a novice handler.

It is obvious after watching handling at the various levels of competition that a percentage of exhibitors are training alone or training with a group not much more experienced than they are themselves. Until enthusiasts can attend workshops with the experts, one of the ways to better understand how to run a course and how to best handle, can be found by reading Stuart Mah’s book.

The book’s title, Fundamentals of Course Design for Dog Agility, is somewhat misleading because it implies that the book might only benefit agility judges and instructors. This is not the case at all. What made me, a novice competitor, purchase the book? Well, I had access to agility equipment, but I had no idea how to place obstacles on a course that would be meaningful to me or my dog. I think I was expecting the book to be filled with pre-designed courses that I could just set up. Instead, it was filled with information that I was not expecting, but which has proved very useful for my novice level of experience. This book is filled with many detailed illustrations of flow, traps, handler and dog paths, etc. The glossary in the back explains many of the terms we hear used in agility by more experienced competitors.

The first eight chapters should be of interest to novice agility competitors as well as seasoned ones. It makes one think about obstacle placement, and handler position. When training at home, does your dog miss an approach to an obstacle that he doesn’t miss in class? Perhaps the “Spacing and Distance” between obstacles has been changed? Moving an obstacle a foot or two closer to or further from another obstacle can make a challenge more difficult. In the chapter on “Angles and Approaches” you learn how important squaring up your dog can be. Through the illustrations you can see how to run a straight line in a sequence even though the jumps are staggered.

In the chapter on “Discrimination Problems”, or “traps” as they are often called, both obstacle and directional discrimination are covered. You are shown that, depending on what obstacle or series of obstacles comes before the trap just how difficult the challenge becomes. In “Changes of Side,” the handler’s path is illustrated to show just how important the path of one member of the team is for the success of the other on the course.

“Crossing Patterns” is a topic one does not often hear discussed, but crossing patterns are frequently seen at the AKC Open and Excellent levels. This chapter will lead to your recognition of these challenges. “Handler Restrictions” is another chapter on handling. Set up some of the jumping sequences illustrated to see what your dog is likely to do.

We have all heard the term “flow” used, and flow is described in detail. Again, sequences are illustrated and handler paths shown, both right and wrong. Set up some of these sequences and discover what constitutes a nicely flowing course, or an ugly, or trappy sequence.

A few chapters in the book may not be of much interest to novice competitors since they deal with such topics as where a judge should stand in order to see a dog perform the contacts, etc. But toward the end of the book the author describes how one might design a course using the “Doodle” or “Challenge” method, among others. If you do train alone or with an inexperienced group, you will that find this chapter is extremely helpful in explaining how to set up your own course, or mini course. Did you ever consider that the exit from the closed tunnel might be dangerous because of its placement next to a restriction on the course? Do you design your course so that it might be easily modified for a less experienced dog or handler? These considerations are some of the things that one never thinks about when you simply run a course already set up for you.

When first involved in agility, many handlers simply want to run courses, rather than working shorter sequences. Fundamentals of Course Design for Dog Agility deals more with the latter. I believe that this book has a place on the bookshelf of anyone who is serious about improving their handling techniques and their dog’s understanding of challenges on the course. It is well written, and the illustrations are easily understood.

Kay Guetzloff may modestly claim to be a “novice” but the disclaimer applies only to the sport of dog agility. Kay’s Heel-A-Long Kennel produces some of the most sought after Border Collies in the U.S. Heel-A-Long Chimney Sweep is the top winning obedience BC in the history of the sport. We welcome her to the agility world with admiration and relish.

NOTE: This review originally appeared in the May 1998 issue of Clean Run magazine.
