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“Stay’ exercises are notched 
up in degree of difficulty, with 
longer wait times, and with 
the handlers leaving the ring 
and going “out of sight.”

Utility is the most complex 
class. The dogs must respond 
to a series of hand signals 
(“Signal Exercise”), and stand 
for a more thorough examina-
tion (“Moving Stand”). For 
“Scent Discrimination,” a pile 
of identical articles (5 metal 
and 5 leather) is placed on 
the ground. The handler puts 
her scent on one leather and 
one metal article, and the dog 
must pick out and retrieve the 
articles bearing the handler’s 
scent. The dog must retrieve 
one of three gloves placed 
around the ring (“Directed 
Retrieve”), run away from the 
handler, stop, turn and sit on 
command and then take one of 
two jumps as indicated by the 
judge (“Directed Jumping”)

Each class level is divided 
into “A” and “B” sections, 
and there are many different 
criteria for which class a team 
enters. But the most impor-
tant part of this structure for 
those of you starting out is 
the Novice “A” class. This is 
your turf, newbie! No one can 
enter this class who has ever 
before shown a dog to a title. 
You only get to be Novice A 
once in your career, at the very 
beginning. Because we want 
you to stick with it, great care 
is taken with Novice A. Before 
the class starts the judge walks 
all of the entrants around the 

ring, talks them through the 
routine and answers ques-
tions. Many clubs offer extra 
prizes and gifts for Novice A 
participants (yea, free stuff!) 
There is no question that Nov-
ice A is the lifeblood of the 
sport, because from its ranks 
will come the top competi-
tors of tomorrow (that could 
be you!).

Rally
Rally Obedience, a very 

young sport (AKC offered the 
first class in 2005) was designed 
as a fun introduction to Obedi-
ence. It is also a terrific way to 
prepare a young dog for the 
stress and excitement of trial-
ing. As in Obedience, there 
are three levels of increasing 
difficulty: Novice (beginner); 
Advanced (intermediate); and 
Excellent (highest). A perfect 
score is 100, and a qualifying 
score is 70. When you get three 
legs (qualifying scores) you 
get a title: RN (Rally Novice); 
RA (Rally Advanced); and RE 
(Rally Excellent). The crowning 
achievement in Rally is the RAE 
title, awarded for receiving 10 
“double Q’s,” i.e., a qualifying 
score in both Excellent and 
Advanced at the same trial. The 
course is different each time, 
with the judges choosing 10 to 
20 exercises from a group of 
over 40. judging is less stringent 
than Obedience and a sense of 
teamwork and enthusiasm is 
paramount. (For more on Rally, 
see Chapter 5.) Rally is a bit like 
a treasure hunt, as you proceed 
from sign to sign and do what is 
asked of you at each stop.

Agility
There are lots of sources 

for information on Agility, 
but I mention it here because 
there is some confusion about 
its relationship to Obedience. 
While it’s true that an Agility 
dog must have basic obedience 
skills, it is a very different game 
with its own rules (and titles). 
I’m sure many of you have seen 
an Agility trial on TV, where 
a dog runs through a pre-set 
course of obstacles, climbing 
up and down A-frames, bur-
rowing through tunnels, going 
over colorful jumps and gen-
erally having a ball. Agility is 
like the horse world’s “Grand 
Prix jumping” and is the fastest 
growing dog sport in America.

Learning the rules
There are several rule 

books you need in order to 
fully understand the workings 
of an AKC Obedience or Rally 
trial. Each booklet costs under 
$9.00, or can be downloaded 
for free.

To order the actual booklet: 
Go to AKC.org.

Click on “Store,” on the top 
toolbar.

Scroll down to “Rules, 
Regulations and Resources” 
and click: Select “Companion 
Events.”

Go to “Select a Book.” Here 
you can purchase “Obedience 
and Rally Regulations.”

Go back to “Rules, Regula-
tions and Resources.” Click 

on “Club and Conformation 
Events.”

Select “Rules Applying to 
Dog Shows” and “Dealing 
with Misconduct.”

To download for free:

• Go to http://wwwakc.
org/rules/

• Select “Obedience Reg-
ulations,” “AKC Rally Regu-
lations,” “Rules Applying to 
Dog Shows” and “Dealing 
With Misconduct at AKC 
Events.”

The Obedience and Rally 
rule books should become 
your bible. Study them. Keep 
them in your training bag 
and read them often. The bet-
ter you know these rules, the 
more effective you can be as 
a handler, and the more con-
fident you will be in the ring. 
Read the sections for judges 
and Stewards, as well. They 
provide valuable insights into 
scoring. 

“Rules Applying to Dog 
Shows” and “Dealing with 
Misconduct” contain proce-
dures that also apply to Obe-
dience and Rally.

I have focused here on the 
AKC material, but remem-
ber to get the rules from the 
other registries if you decide 
to compete in their events. 
Each group has variations on 
the exercises. For instance, in 
AKC the Novice Class recall 
has the handler crossing the 
ring, turning and, on instruc-
tion from the judge, calling 

her dog. But in UKC, the dog 
must clear a jump on the way 
back to his handler. It’s not the 
same thing, at all!

So, which sport works 
for you? Are you attracted to 
the tight teamwork of Obedi-
ence? Do you like the idea of 
constantly communicating 
with your dog and doing 
something slightly different 
each time you go in the ring, 
as in Rally? Or are you only 
happy when you and Fido are 
on the move, running, jump-
ing and dashing around an 
Agility course? One thing is 
for certain; if you participate 
in any of these activities, you 
will have a bond with your 
dog that casual pet owners 
rarely experience.


