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a herding instinct test and a 
dog that can perform compli-
cated herding work with little 
training is like the difference 
between a toddler who can sing 
a song learned from a kiddie 
show on television and a mu-
sically gifted toddler who can 
sing perfectly every song he has 
ever heard once.

In looking for Hearing Dogs 
among the purebreds, one 
needs to keep an open mind. 
It would be a tragedy if a dog 
were overlooked simply be-
cause it came from an “unsuit-
able” breed. Every dog groomer 
or trainer enjoys telling endless 
horror stories about “Breed X, 
those awful biters, they’re im-
possible to groom and handle...
see this scar on my arm? Except 
Mrs. Phillips’ tan one, he’s so 
sweet. He would never bite, we 
can even cut his nails!” On the 
other hand, we should not be 
swayed by the illogical think-
ing that just because “Breed 
Y” is made up of such gentle 
companions then this dog will 
automatically be one too.

Few breeds were designed 
to perform one function and 
one function only. Many tasks 
are not needed constantly, and 
some are seasonal in nature. For 
instance, herding needs vary 
according to time of year or 
breeding patterns of livestock, 
and many herding breeds have 
several secondary functions 
such as guarding or hunting.

Blueprints for Functional 
Groups

My definition of a “blue-
print” is similar to a breed stan-
dard but instead describes the 
temperament needed to per-
form a function. Because pure-
breds have changed so much 
in the last 200 years, both in 
appearance and temperament, 
I find it helpful to forget what 
they are like now, and focus on 
what they were like when they 
were first bred. Examining the 
original functions that dogs 
were evolved to fill allows us 
to design a “blueprint” for the 
appropriate temperament for 
each function.

The most basic classifica-
tions are: primeval, sled, sc-
enthound/sighthound, guard, 
setter/pointer, herding, re-
triever, terrier, alarm, compan-
ion, and spaniel. These do not 
correlate to any one kennel club 
classification system, but are 
helpful in understanding dog 
temperaments in general.

Blueprint for Setters and 
Pointers

A dog that will range inde-
pendently and point to birds 
when it locates them is desired. 
It should have no aggression 
towards humans and have an 
inhibited bite. Many setters 
and pointers are dual-function 
dogs, showing some alarm or 
scenthound functions. Some 
are specialized for one type of 
hunting or prey, and others are 
adapted for more all-around 
use.

Reactivity: moderate.

Sound Reactivity: moder-
ate. The dog must also be re-
active to olfactory and visual 
sensory input, which may over-
shadow any sound reactivity it 
has. Breeding stock selection for 
lack of fearfulness of gunshots 
may actually produce dogs 
that have little sound reactivity 
at all. The tendency to freeze 
(point) when sensing prey is 
counter to sound alerting suit-
ability, which requires a dog 
that is activated by stimuli and 
approaches them in an in an 
uninhibited way.

Activity: high. This dog 
must enjoy running for hours. 
The high desire to be active and 
somewhat independent may 
interfere with sound alerting.

InterActivity: moderate. 
The dog should be interactive 
enough to follow commands 
and work in partnership with 
the hunter, but overly interac-
tive dogs might not range out 
far enough to be efficient hunt-
ers. Since these dogs are some-
times loaned to other hunters, 
they should also be interactive 
and friendly with strangers.

Territoriality: low. As with 
any hunting dog, this dog must 
be able to leave its home.

Predatory instinct: high. 
This is coupled with an inhib-
ited bite and low aggression, 
since this function may include 
retrieving. Some setters and 
pointer function dogs have a 
dual purpose of hound func-
tion, and show more predatory 
aggression. Strong reactions 
to seeing, hearing, or scenting 
birds may make this dog dif-


