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Most of my friends and students compete in many venues with numerous titles, 
championships, top 10 placements, national qualifications etc. between them. As a result, I 
get a lot of opportunity to work with handlers who want to be able to solve all kinds of 
agility puzzles. I get to see how training and handling choices affect their success and where 
issues arise. 

In these articles, I’ve been asked to describe the most important things that seem to 
enable this versatility and success. The specific perspective of this article is how to train for 
NADAC success without compromising the ability to compete in other venues.

For lack of a better structure, I’ve started with the most general characteristics of how 
these teams do it, working my way down to the most specific, although restricting myself to 
what I think are the top 10 tips.

Tip number 1: You have to want to get there

If you really, really want to summit Mt. Everest, you won’t let extreme discomfort, 
intense training, unexpected expenses, language barriers, cultural issues, age, disability, or 
frankly anything stop you from trying.  If you don’t, then any challenge makes a perfectly 
good reason not to try (I would personally be stopped by just the prospect of the paperwork 
that must be involved – but then I don’t really, really want to get there).

If you want to train for NADAC style challenges and also compete in other venues 
successfully, you can, just remember that you want to get there so you don’t let all the 
perfectly good reasons why you can’t (or shouldn’t) stop you.

Tip number 2: Be confident
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A lot of the fear of competing in multiple venues is alleviated if you are confident in 
your training ability. The handlers that I work with aren’t necessarily great trainers, they hold 
the clicker backwards or its in their pocket when they need it, toys land in the wrong spots, 
they do things they swear they aren’t doing, things like that.  But what they all do very well 
appears to be more important than all of this stuff – and for lack of a better way to describe it, 
they are confident it will all work out. 

If you aren’t confident, here is a great way to mitigate the risks to your training. Think 
about non-agility related behaviors that your dog is anxious to perform with precision and 
speed. Lets say your dog really likes to go out in the front yard. Do they ever “miss the entry” 
and end up in the bedroom instead? Do they try to get through the gap where the hinges are 
instead of where the door opens? Do they show displacement or anxious behaviors when you 
go to reach for the knob?  If the answer to these questions is no, and I really hope it is, then 
you are a much better trainer than you think you are. Think about why your dog has learned 
to go outside with anticipation, precision and energy - and how you can use that information 
to, say, build weave entries. 

You might read this and think – “they aren’t even remotely the same things” or “but I 
didn’t train the doorway”. Au contraire, but you did! If you were to describe your approach, 
it might be something like the following.

 “We did the stay thing and then, I just opened the door and released her. If she went 
through, she got to sniff and explore and pee. If she didn’t, I didn’t worry about it, I just 
figured she didn’t want to go out and I closed the door and went back to whatever I was 
doing. Sometimes I went out too and we played ball or whatever. Pretty soon she would 
want to go out all the time and I would tease her and say “you faker, you don’t really have to 
go out” and I’d ignore her. Before I knew it I’d say “do you want to go out” and she would 
get all animated and excited and race to the door so I never really trained it.”

You might be thinking your training approach to the front door un-interesting, but I’m 
thinking “great job!” it has all the elements of a very confidant and relaxed approach. I don’t 
mean criteria free, or haphazard, just well, sure of yourself.

There are many household behaviors that are analogous to what you want on course 
and you can train them first to work out your approach, your demeanor and your confidence. 
Frequently these behaviors will also build actual foundation behaviors, attitudes and 
physical skills that are directly applicable to obstacle performance.  Pouncing on a yogurt lid 
can become closing the kitchen cupboards, can become running to the end of the teeter and 
riding it down. 
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Go ahead and make mistakes, worry, second guess yourself, get off on the wrong track 
etc. with the kitchen cupboards. The thing you might discover is that rehearsing your 
training on things you don’t have such an emotional investment in doesn’t actually trigger all 
of this baggage. Then you can feel and see how beneficial it is to be relaxed, confident, 
authentically thrilled with success, and unperturbed by mistakes or setbacks. 

Regardless of your actual method and mechanics, when handlers want to tackle the 
nuances of competing in multiple venues, it pays to be sure of yourself. It’s not just for dogs, 
what you rehearse is what you get good at too. 

Tip number 3: Train your dog to want what you want

You will have so much more versatility in solving puzzles (in any venue) if your dog 
wants to perform the behaviors you want to see (as opposed to has to). This runs the gamut 
of behaviors from stays, to independent obstacle performance to working hard to respond to 
cues. It is especially important for behaviors that are not inherently self-reinforcing, because 
in NADAC style agility, you may not be anywhere near your dog to manage, insist upon, or 
supervise their performance and at the speed and momentum they can build up, if they don’t 
want to collect, turn tight, stop on their contact or nail the weave entry – you can’t make 
them.

At every step in the training process, think about putting your energy and creativity 
into how you can make your dog want to perform that step, instead of focusing on how to 
make them do it. 

One of my favorite teaching moments, was reading an e-mail from a student who 
wrote: “Well, I actually did it this time, I threw up playing with my dog”.  I encourage my 
students to put a lot of energy into their training; to be more interesting than dirt, to make the 
game be as much about interacting with them as it is with the toy, to hustle. A lot of the 
handler’s energy is put into playing games and reinforcement. This can be exhausting 
because you aren’t trying to get the dog to, say tug, instead you are playing with your own 
tug toy, running away with it, making it zing across the floor, pulling it away, teasing with it 
etc.

The payback for all this energy is that the dog wants to pay attention to you. They want 
to butt in on whatever game you are playing. They want to check out what novel thing you 
are interested in. They want to try stuff.  The downside is that if you are doing it right, you 
kind of, well feel like maybe you want to throw up.
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Games don’t always have to be about rushing around. Putting the dog in a stay and 
sneaking away with their foot touch target so that they have to find it is a great way to 
practice how to run really fast and deliberately pounce on a specific spot. Triggering the prey 
drive sequence, or the opposition reflex, or building anticipation are all ways to help the dog 
want what you want – even if the behavior you are training isn’t at first self-rewarding.

     
Tip number 4: Independent obstacle performance

A specific aspect of training the dog to want what you want is to train for independent 
obstacle performance. In NADAC courses (at least some of them), your dog will need to want 
to find an obstacle (discrimination, distance) and will need to want to perform it without a 
whole lot of help from you (proximity, management). 

What I mean by “independent” is; once you give your dog permission to perform an 
obstacle, they are able to do so without being dependent on additional cues from you to 
complete their performance. It does not mean that the dog abandons you to go do obstacles 
without your endorsement, nor does it mean that they default to performing the next obstacle 
in flow unless they hear from you otherwise – those are different kinds of independence that 
you probably won’t be happy with in any venue – and I’ll cover that a bit later. 

The tips already covered definitely apply to building independent obstacle performance 
regardless of the method you use. If you are using channels to teach weaves, you don’t have 
to make them stay in the channel, you have to find a way to make them want to. 

As I also mentioned, training for independent obstacle performance can also suffer 
when the handler/trainer has too much vested in the outcome. This, fear that it won’t be fast 
enough, reliable enough etc. can lead to tension, insecurity, frustration etc. Maybe it leads to 
using lures to try to simulate a finished performance, but if that’s the only reason the dog is 
performing, fading the lure is going to be really tough. Or maybe it leads to using training 
aides that prevent mistakes, but then the dog never learns how to choose to perform the 
behavior. 

Sometimes I find that handlers try to achieve independent performance by just 
rehearsing the obstacle a lot. I don’t necessarily think this is a great approach. In fact when I 
help teams “fix” limitations in their obstacle performance, we almost always work it out 
away from equipment. This usually means going back to foundation steps and playing 
games to see what behaviors are still intact and keen and where issues have crept in. 
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Tip number 5: Teach your dog you are doing what you are doing on purpose

Probably the next most helpful idea for training for NADAC success without 
compromising success in other venues is that your dog learns that what you are doing on 
course is deliberate. 

For example, when you decelerate on course, it is not because you are getting tired – it 
is on purpose because you want the dog to do something with that information.   If you turn 
your feet and shoulders, it is not because you ran out of room at the gamble line, it’s because 
you want your dog to read that cue. If you lead out on the left side of the first obstacles, its 
not because the course opening starts on the right side of the ring, its because you are giving 
them information about where the course goes as soon as you leave their side. And a 
hundred other examples….

This isn’t a NADAC specific training issue, but I would just say that between the way 
your brain actually processes movement, difficulty in executing what you intend to do, being 
aware of what you actually do, bad habits, band aids (i.e.: handling fixes), and mental 
management issues or stress, there is every reason to think that you may do a lot of things on 
course that aren’t deliberate.  

It isn’t so much a problem of your dog being confused by what you do 
(inconsistencies); it’s actually a problem of your dog learning that you don’t do things on 
purpose.  At least in the former case, the dog might check in with you in their confusion.  In 
the latter case, the dog actually learns to ignore a whole lot of what you do. Unfortunately, 
they can be really good at this and you might not even know its happening - until you run 
into the course challenge where you need them to pay attention to your deceleration, rotation 
or positional cue and they don’t even notice.  

Here is a possible example.  Lets say you clap on course. What does clap mean?  I find it 
often means something like “I’m nervous or unsure if you are going to respond to the cues 
I’ve already given you”. OK, so what behavior do you want to see from your dog when you 
clap? If you can answer that definitively and you have taught your dog how to respond to a 
clap, and you are doing it because you want to communicate something – great news, there 
are no issues with clapping on course. But if you haven’t, you may not be doing it to any real 
purpose (or any predictable purpose), and worse you might just be doing it out of habit and 
it doesn’t actually mean anything, other than to alert your dog to the fact that you are 
nervous, which is arguably, not a great cue.
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I know its probably not all that helpful to tell you to become a better handler but here 
are some tips to avoid the really problematic aspects that show up when you want to solve 
very different kinds of agility puzzles.

I would highly recommend that before you worry about what the dog is doing, worry 
about what you are doing.  Well don’t worry exactly, just train yourself to do things (i.e. 
handle, give cues) deliberately. I don’t think a dog can even begin to develop a consistent 
response to your cues until they can recognize them – so your deliberate behavior has to 
come first. Yes, this really does mean that I ask my students to practice their front cross body 
language in the kitchen with a can of beans (can of spam in Hawaii).

A very common issue I see with young teams is that the handler tends to be more 
concerned about what the dog is doing, than what they are doing.  I think it is a mistake to 
keep reacting and adapting your cues to try to get the dog through a sequence.  This makes 
for a constantly changing mix of cues for the dog and they can never “believe” what you tell 
them.  Instead, give the cue that you intend to give long term and if the dog pulls inside or 
goes wide or pulls off or strides incorrectly – then that is an opportunity to teach the dog 
“when I do this, you do this”. Resist the urge to add over-rotation, or a verbal cue, or a 
double half twist in order to “get” the next obstacle. In other words, don’t value getting 
through the sequence over the training opportunity that the sequence provides.

What I have found is important in training for NADAC success without compromising 
the ability to compete in other venues is not so much an issue of what handling system you 
follow, but that what you do is done deliberately (accelerate, decelerate, use pressure, use 
position, use footwork, use arm signals, use verbal cues etc). This means that you have taught 
yourself great control of the cues you are giving, and you can train the dog to expect to get 
pertinent information from you. When they are looking for you to give them information, 
and it makes sense to them, they can “believe” and develop a very refined response.

Tip number 6: Hold onto permission

Many people fear that training and competing in NADAC style courses reinforces the 
dog so often for just doing the next obstacle they see, that the dog will develop a default habit 
of doing so that will then be problematic in courses where the dog needs to pay attention to 
the handler.  I think this is a reasonable fear (and by the way this will get you into trouble in 
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NADAC courses as quickly as it does in any other venue) – so one thing that seems to enable 
success in all venues, is the idea that the dog only takes an obstacle with your permission.

Permission to take an obstacle starts with early childhood education of the 
inexperienced dog.  The obligation of the trainer/handler is that you must not only give 
permission to perform an obstacle, but endorse that permission with your support until your 
dog should commit to the obstacle.  In other words, you decide as the trainer how early or 
late you want your dog to commit to obstacles and you build that commitment through your 
training by teaching your dog “when I do this, you have my permission to go do that”.  
Commitment is a learned behavior; it isn’t something that is encoded in the dog’s genes that 
you have to just live with.

Much early obstacle training, sequence training, many novice courses, and for that 
matter many courses throughout the dog’s career reinforce both the handler and dog if the 
dog takes the next obstacle they see.  So from a handling perspective, you want the dog to 
know that you have deliberately put them on the path to see that obstacle. You give them 
permission by deliberately handling their path to put the obstacle in their way, you send 
them to it and you continue to endorse the dog on that path until you want them to take the 
obstacle. Allowing their momentum to carry them to an obstacle, or allowing them to default 
to what they see next is a very risky proposition if you want to compete in multiple venues.

 
The issue that I sometimes see is that the trainer/handler has accidentally undermined 

the value of their permission and endorsement and has taught their dog to commit to 
obstacles without them (the much maligned “tunnel sucker” as an example).  I find that 
although these handlers might “get away with it” in NADAC style agility for a while, it’s not 
doing them any favors in any venue including NADAC, and often it’s a re-training process 
that I get to help with.

Some of the most common (and least important) ways you can undermine your 
permission is to allow or create situations in which your dog does equipment without you. 
Perhaps as you move to where you intend to start your “real training”. Perhaps as you 
disconnect when a mistake happens. Perhaps you reward your dog with a toy and they do a 
victory lap + a few obstacles in the process.

Another training issue that I think can crop up is that the experience of going off and 
doing obstacles without you can be very rich for the dog if there is some emotional content 
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involved.  For example, lets say they are confused or stressed and they go off and get a 
tunnel, or they are bored and trying to get your attention and they jump up the side of the 
dogwalk –and it works, you notice! Or they seem to need to burn energy and go on a hoo hah 
run over a loop of jumps. Each of these scenarios can have been highly reinforcing to the dog 
– more so than just the obstacle(s) under ordinary circumstances.

An easy solution to these potential issues is to make sure that your dog is either actively 
working with you, actively being rewarded by you, or in your hand (hand in collar, on leash) 
when they are on an agility course (training or competing). This isn’t just an obligation on the 
dog’s part – you must be actively working with your dog, rewarding them, or managing their 
down time. Careful attention to your on-course time will not only prevent the dog from 
rehearsing behavior you don’t want, but it will also build an expectation in the dog’s mind 
about what they are doing out there with you.  Expectations are super strong allies in your 
training process (actually they can work against you too) so use them strategically, in this 
case to maintain your dog’s desire to look to you for permission to perform obstacles.

But trumping these issues, by a long shot, is below.

Tip number 7: Don’t undo it

It’s probably again obvious that if you accidentally undermine the meaning of your 
cues they won’t work very well - even if you are doing them deliberately. Sometimes this 
begins as early as the initial stages of training so when you are training to compete in 
NADAC with the thought of competing in multiple venues, be careful to avoid training out 
the cues you will need for any style of agility.

For example, if you run with an inexperienced dog toward a tunnel entrance to 
generate some drive and enthusiasm and then decelerate and turn away when they are 20 
feet from it, do you really want that dog to go off and get the tunnel anyway?  Perhaps you 
do, again, you decide when you want the dog to commit to each obstacle.  My advice is that 
this is risky if you want to be successful in multiple venues. You are most likely going to be 
unhappy with yourself if you teach your dog to go off and get tunnels and ignore your 
deceleration and shoulder rotation cues. 
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Here are some additional examples to help illustrate how this can sneak into your 
training (again if you are doing this knowingly and deliberately, then perhaps it is part of 
your handling system). Perhaps you send your dog over three straight jumps to a thrown ball 
whilst you slow down and catch your breath. Perhaps you cross behind your dog at the end 
of a sequence to get to where you left their leash whilst you throw their tug toy straight 
ahead.  In both cases, you are teaching your dog to ignore possibly valuable cues that you 
might want to use in other situations to your advantage on course.

The positive way to look at this is to use deliberate cues right from the beginning of 
your training.  To follow through on the initial example, if you want to be able to send your 
dog to a tunnel from 20 feet away, 40 feet, 60 feet… then teach them what it will look like 
(and sound like) when you give them permission to do so. Be certain that you send them and 
continue to support the path to that obstacle without giving them conflicting cues – for 
example, you don’t turn away, take pressure off, drop your arm, rock back on your heels, pull 
away laterally etc. until they meet your definition for commitment.  

Tip number 8: The distance dilemma

So that brings us to the next area that seems to convince folks that competing 
successfully in NADAC is going to wreck the dog for other venues – the distance factor.

Distance is a factor in NADAC courses because some of the classes explicitly test the 
ability of the handler to direct the dog at a distance and because some of the dogs who 
compete in the venue are ever so much faster than their handlers. 

We’ve already talked about the fact that a dog who expects to be sent to perform an 
obstacle and can do so independently is an asset in any agility venue. And we’ve talked 
about the fact that the dog needs to be able to trust that what you are doing on course is 
intentional. So now lets cover what else you can do to train for NADAC style courses so that 
your dog can understand and trust your permission and endorsement at a distance without 
losing the ability to work close together.  

Again, there are a couple of layers of ideas that seem to be helpful so that you are 
always working the tightest reasonable path no matter where you happen to be on course 
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with respect to the dog. In this article, I’ll just cover some basic thoughts, and future articles 
will expand on them.

I find that you can eliminate a lot of variability in handling a dog from venue to venue, 
if you don’t handle the obstacles directly and instead handle the path that puts the obstacles 
in the dog’s way.  The benefit of this handling concept is that it is extremely versatile in that it 
works at a distance, from tight quarters, from behind the dog and ahead of the dog.

Basically, what I mean by manage the path is that I’m going to envision the ideal path 
between wherever my dog is and the next obstacle and I’m going to “work” the half-way 
point on that path until its clear to me that the obstacle is in the dog’s way. When the dog is 
close enough to meet their trained commitment point to that obstacle which is where I’m sure 
they are going to take it, then I’m going to shift my attention to work the next half way point.

Sometimes working the path means putting pressure on it to keep your dog “out 
there”. Pressure takes the form of moving toward the half-way point, facing it with your feet, 
hips and shoulders, pushing at it with your lead hand, leaning toward it by shifting your 
weight forward on your toes.  Notice that putting pressure on does not include pushing your 
hand out to the side whilst you turn away or lean away. This “push me-pull you” approach 
(for Dr. Seuss fans) often shows up when working at a lateral distance from the dog, but it 
also creates conflicting cues, which you don’t need to introduce. A good rule of thumb is that 
your arm reinforces your body movement when you are working at a distance, it does not 
replace it or act as a placeholder for it while you do something else with your shoulders, feet 
etc.

Sometimes working the path means pulling on the halfway point to bring your dog in 
so they are following the ideal path.  Pulling takes the form of moving away from the 
halfway point, turning away, leaning away, shifting your weight back and dropping your 
lead hand.

Other handlers would probably describe this differently, but this is what I see works 
very predictably for dogs regardless of the actual puzzles. In addition, handlers who are very 
careful in working the path (i.e.: the dog believes their cue) can communicate very subtle 
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differences in it, such as a typical tunnel/contact discrimination, u-shaped tunnel options, or 
even jump-jump discrimination, whether they are next to the dog or far from them.

So think about training yourself to handle your dog along an ideal path and let the 
obstacles be presented to the dog because they are in the way. 

Tip number 9: Give them a choice

If you want to know if your training and handling are creating the kind of versatile 
teamwork and communication that will enable you to compete in multiple venues – give 
your dog a choice. When you set up puzzles, include an option for the dog. It doesn’t 
necessarily have to be a discrimination problem, but that is one way to confirm your 
teamwork. 

Another example is to put an obstacle (jumps are great for this) that is in flow with the 
original obstacle but not the correct choice. It doesn’t matter if it was in the original course 
design, or if it is an atypical challenge for the venue that you are focusing on. Just presenting 
your dog with a choice will ensure that your dog isn’t responding to assumptions, patterns, 
habits etc. that are unrelated to your actual communication.

Tip number 10: Control the shape of the jumps

The last characteristic of teams that are able to solve puzzles of all types elegantly and 
efficiently is that they control the shape of the dog’s jump. 

The way I like to think about this is that each jump is a discrimination problem between 
three very different obstacles. One obstacle, I cleverly call a “jump” is where the dog jumps in 
extension on the approach angle that I put them on and they take off and land accordingly. 
One obstacle, I cleverly call a “jumpleft”. This is an obstacle where the dog deliberately adds 
a stride, gravitates toward the left standard and rotates around their center of gravity to land 
facing to the left (what they do after that, i.e.: the degree of turn depends on additional body 
language). The other obstacle is a “jumpright”.
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The handlers who can communicate, using what every cues they use, the difference 
between these behaviors, have a much better opportunity to set the lines they want on 
course, to make discrimination issues non-issues, to avoid off course potential, to free up the 
dog to move really fast through the course etc.

A future article will spend more time on this idea.
 
Wrapping up

To wrap up this article, I think these are the concepts that seem to be most important in 
training for NADAC style agility without compromising the ability to compete in other 
venues. You’ll want to train yourself to deliberately manage your dog’s path using cues that 
you work hard to convince your dog they can trust, even if you fall far behind or are 
restricted from working right next to them.  You’ll also want to train your dog to confidently 
perform obstacles independently, but only with your permission. And you’ll want your dog 
to learn how to choose to do all of their agility tasks right from the beginning at high energy, 
speed and enthusiasm. 

Andrea is a professional trainer, consultant and coach who takes great pleasure in 
helping her students, both in Seattle and elsewhere, enjoy their dog, training, agility and 
success, probably in that order. She can be reached at www.agilityflix.net, where you can 
check out her training products and services and of course brags about her own dogs. She 
would welcome any thoughts you might have on these articles.
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