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Agility Tips
Building a relationship and drive with your agility partner.
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Most people out there doing agility just want to have 
a good time running with their dogs. Most people are 
amazed their dogs are even willing to play this game 
with us. If  you ever watch the public the first time they 
see agility, you’ll notice that they are in awe of  this 
hobby of  ours. My family doesn’t get it—even when I 
send video clips of  my runs.

I don’t play this game for the glory—the titles or the 
ribbons—and I certainly don’t play it for the money. We 
all know the money goes out of  our pockets instead of  
the other way around. I play agility because I truly be-
lieve my dogs enjoy it. And having them enjoy the game 
makes it very enjoyable for me as well.
 
So now how do we make that happen? It all comes down 
to having a good relationship with your dog. I want to 
be the center of  my dog’s universe. I like to play games 
with my dogs that will increase that bond.

We do a lot of  “working for your supper games.” I take 
a handful of  their supper and have them do tricks for 
me. Could be simple things like sit and down. Or it 
could be fun things like waving; shaking a paw; hand 
touches; figure 8 though my legs; left and right circles; 
bowing—the list goes on and on. I especially do this 
with young dogs so they really see me as the source of  
their survival.
 
I can then take those tricks on the road and practice 
them when I am in agility class. This is what I would be 
doing as I am waiting my turn to run. Not only does it 
keep my dog limbered up it keeps their focus and atten-
tion on me. It makes it much easier when we go out on 
the floor for our turn.
 
Some dogs do need the down time in between 
their runs to rest so putting them away from the 
action is a good option so they can “turn off.”                                                                                                                                            

                               
                                                                                              
Now comes the rewarding part of  agility. I see so many 
people willing to “pay” their dogs for doing the contacts 
and weaves and I think that is just great! However, I 
rarely see people rewarding their dogs for the little 
things like having a quick start off  the line; or making 
an incredibly tight turn on a 180 of  jumps; or negotiat-
ing a tunnel/contact discrimination.

Pay what you like. Is it speed? Then pay them for going 
fast. Use toys, treats or a game of  chase—whatever 
it takes to motivate your dog! That is what class is all 
about! We want to get the most out of  our dogs and 
make it fun for both handler and dog.  

Don’t focus on getting through all the numbers. I would 
rather see your dog do a fabulous 1 thru 4 obstacles 
with rewards and fun than having both dog and handler 
struggle to make it to obstacle 18.

Don’t be a greedy handler. Be willing to reward what 
you like. It will pay off  in the long run. We all have the 
mentality “Well, they were doing so good so I wanted to 
go on.” We may lose the opportunity to reward what we 
like!
 
Play chase games. Do restrained recalls. Be willing to 
end the exercise after obstacle 6 so you can go and have 
a party with your partner!
 
Be willing to be silly! Have fun with your dogs! Remem-
ber we never know how long they will be in our lives! 
Try to enjoy every moment you have with your canine 
companion! SPDTC
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Owners who want to better understand their canine 
companions must recognize that dogs see the world 
from a different visual perspective. The differences 
begin with the structure of  the eye. We have a good 
idea what dogs see because we know the make-up of  the 
retina of  a dog’s eye.

Human Color Vision                          Canine Color Vision

The retina is the light sensitive portion of  the eye. This 
structure is located in the back of  the inside of  the 
eyeball. The retina contains two types of  light sensitive 
cells: rods and cones. Cones provide color perception 
and detailed sight, while rods detect motion and vision 
in dim light. Dogs have rod-dominated retinas that al-
low them to see well in the dark. Along with superior 
night vision, dogs have better motion visibility than 
humans have. However, because their retinas’ contain 
only about one-tenth the concentration of  cones that 
humans have, dogs do not see colors as humans do.

Dogs see like a color-blind human. Many people think 
that a person who is red/green color blind cannot see 
any color, but there are variations of  color blindness. 
Most people have vision that is trichromatic (three-
color variations). People who are red/green color blind 
are dichromatic (two color variations). Dogs’ retinas 
can distinguish two colors. These colors are blue-violet 
and yellow. Dogs can also differentiate between shades 
of  gray. Dogs are unable to recognize green, yellow, 
orange, and red.

Dogs use other cues such as smell, texture, brightness, 
and position rather than relying solely on color. Seeing-
eye dogs, for example, may not distinguish between a 
green or red stoplight; they look at the brightness and 
position of  the light. This, along with the flow and 
noise of  traffic, tell the dog that it is the right time to 
cross the street.

Through the Eyes of Your Dog

by Sarah Probst
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How a dog’s eyes are set determines the field of  view 
as well as depth perception. Prey species tend to have 
eyes located on the sides of  their head. This gives the 
animals an increased field of  view and allows them 
to see approaching predators. Predator species, 
like humans and dogs, have eyes set close together. 
Human eyes are set straight forward while dog 
eyes, depending on the breed, are usually set at a 
20 degree angle. This angle increases the field of  
view and therefore increases the peripheral vision 
of  the dog.

Increased peripheral vision compromises the 
amount of  binocular vision. Binocular vision oc-
curs where the field of  view of  each eye overlaps. 
Binocular vision is necessary for depth perception. 
The wider-set eyes of  dogs have less overlap and 
less binocular vision, thus, less depth perception). 
Dogs’ depth perception is best when they look 
straight ahead. This is not an ideal situation, as 
their nose often interferes. Predators need bin-
ocular vision as a survival tool. Binocular vision 
aids in jumping, leaping, catching, and many other 
activities fundamental to predators.

Colors that humans see

Colors that dogs see

In addition to having less binocular vision than 
humans have, dogs also have less visual acuity. Hu-
mans with perfect eyesight are said to have 20/20 
vision. This means that we can distinguish letters 
or objects at a distance of  20 feet. Dogs typically 
have 20/75 vision. What this means is that they 
must be 20 feet from an object to see it as well as a 
human standing 75 feet away. Certain breeds have 
better visual acuity. Labradors, commonly used as 
seeing-eye dogs, are bred for better eyesight and 
may have vision that is closer to 20/20.

If  you’re silently standing across the field from 
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your dog, don’t expect him or her to recognize 
you. He’ll recognize you when you do some sort 
of  motion particular to yourself. He may also 
recognize your presence by his outstanding sense 
of  smell and/or hearing. Because of  the large 
number of  rods in the retina, dogs see moving ob-
jects much better than they see stationary objects. 
Motion sensitivity has been noted as the critical 
aspect of  canine vision.

Much of  dog behavior deals with posture and appropri-
ateness. Small changes in your body posture mean a lot 
to your dog. Dog owners need to modify training based 
on this fact. If  you want your dog to perform an action 
based on a silent cue, we suggest using a wide sweeping 
hand and arm motion in order to cue your dog.

When dogs go blind, owners often wonder if  the dogs’ 
quality of  life has diminished to the point where they 
are no longer happy. Humans deal well with being blind, 
and humans are much more dependent on their eyes 
than are dogs. Blind dogs lead happy lives as long as 
they are comfortable. 

              Human field of  vision is narrower than a dog’s

The owner may need to make some adjustments in the 
pet’s environment. Some of  these adjustments include 
fencing the yard, taking leashed walks, and not leaving 
unusual objects in the dog’s normal pathways. Obvi-
ously, most blind dogs cannot navigate stairs very well. 
When blind dogs are in their normal environment, most 
people don’t know they are blind. SPDTC

Often when I’m watching people train their dogs, I 
see that they have learned well how to quickly get in a 
correction—the “Stick,” but have forgotten the impor-
tance of  the “Carrot.”

In this case, I’m not talking about when you are first 
teaching a new behavior to your dog. When you are 
working a new exercise, the first thing to remember is 
that you really have no reason to correct your dog until 
you are sure that your dog knows what it is you want.

But after that point, when your dog has done the behav-
ior many times and you are working on polishing up for 
a show, or just reinforcing the behavior, a well-timed 
correction is very useful.  

The thing that I’m concerned about is the handler who 
forgets that the “Carrot,” or reward, is even more im-
portant than the stick. Many people will apply several 
corrections—then, when Fido does it perfectly, they 
just say, “Okay, that was what I wanted,” or “Finally, you 
think you can get it again?”

If  you have been working your dog hard on perfecting 
a particular exercise and he does it perfectly, it’s jackpot 
time. Be sure you reinforce that perfect behavior with 
a “Jackpot” reward--lots of  treats, play or whatever 
turns your dog on.  

And remember—the dog gets to decide what a reward 
is. They pick what’s important to them. Many times I’ve 
seen handlers struggling to get a dog to take a treat or 
play with a toy, when that’s not what Fido wants.

Have you ever seen a dog run out of  the ring and into 
their crate? In that case stopping working is the reward 
the dog has chosen. For that dog, you need to work hard 
to provide a reward the dog will want while he’s still in 
the ring. This emphasizes the importance of  teaching 
the dog to play at an early age. If  you are your dog’s 
favorite plaything, they’ll always want to be with you.
SPDTC
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Obedience Tips
Carrot and Stick: Remember to use both.

by Phil Rustad
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One of  the most talked about questions at St. Paul Dog 
Training has been the question: “Are we getting new 
mats?”

As many of  you know, we have been on a “mat quest” 
for more than a year. A committee was formed to inves-
tigate possible suppliers and costs. Unfortunately, we 
have had to put our search on hold temporarily—I hope.

You have probably noticed the ongoing problem we 
have with occasional water dripping from the ceiling 
in the back of  the ring room. This happens when our 
upstairs neighbor uses their equipment-cleaning sink 
in the afternoon. Most times it’s nothing but a nui-
sance, but every now and then it happens during trials 
or other events and can actually be a safety hazard. We 
have long been in discussion with both Knowlan’s and 
our landlord, Pasters Enterprises, about this issue. Here 
is where that discussion stands.

Recently, Pasters had a structural engineer take a look 
at the building. The engineer found that there is a prob-
lem that must be corrected to make sure that Knowlan’s 
equipment stays upstairs where it belongs.

There is no immediate hazard, but if  left uncorrected, 
eventually the floor above St. Paul Dog Training will 
be weakened and an accident could occur. I know that 
sounds like lawyer-eze, cover-one’s-tail kind of  lan-
guage, but that’s the time we live in.

Currently, Pasters and Knowlan’s are in negotiations to 
determine who is responsible, meaning who will pay for 
the corrections. Pasters has assured us that they want to 
keep Knowlens as the anchor tenant in our building and 
that means that the floor will have to be fixed. Here is 
how it could play out for SPDTC.  

Best-case scenario is that we will have to shut down for 
a brief  time, say a month or two, while the floor is fixed. 
I’ve assured Pasters that we will be most cooperative if  
that is required. This would be great for us, as it would 
take care of  the water problem and we could stay where 
we are.

Worst case is that Knowlan’s decides to leave and Pas-
ters must find a new anchor tenant. That will probably 
be someone who wants a different kind of  building, so 
they would demolish the current one and build some-
thing new. Something new would most likely not have 
a basement, so we’d be looking for new quarters. With 
the possibility of  a move in our future, we have decided 
to hold off  on buying any new mats until we are sure of  
where we’ll be.

Hopefully, we will continue to have a long and happy 
tenancy here in South St. Paul. But if  we have to move, 
it won’t be the first time. The club is more than 50 years 
old and we’ve survived moves before. (Does anyone else 
remember the cold night hauling all our stuff  down the 
stairs in 1993?)  

I’ll keep you informed as this progresses. For now, we 
are here for the foreseeable future. Let’s keep our neigh-
bors happy by being good neighbors ourselves. Be sure 
to clean up after your dogs and frequent our neighbor 
stores. SPDTC
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President’s Perspective

by Phil Rustad



Director of Training
Update

I’d like to introduce myself  as the new Director of  Train-
ing at SPDTC. I’d also like to announce that Ron Halling 
has accepted the position of  Program Director of  Obe-
dience, and Camay Blakely has accepted the position of  
Program Director of  Agility. Both Ron and Camay have 
a great deal of  experience and talent and the club greatly 
appreciates the contributions they’ll make in their new 
positions. 

SPDTC implemented a new curriculum for the beginning 
obedience class in the fall to better align with the other 
obedience classes offered by SPDTC. The new beginning 
obedience class has been a success and we’ve had enough 
demand that we split the class into two sections, one at 
6:30 and one at 8:00 on Tuesday nights. I’d like to thank 
all the obedience instructors who participated in the rede-
sign, and also thanks to Sharon Hodgens-Wood and Julie 
Wilson for leading this effort. 

Julie Wilson most recently was teaching the beginning 
obedience classes and also taught the rally obedience class. 
Unfortunately for SPDTC she relocated to Iowa for her 
“real” job and had to resign her teaching position. We wish 
her luck in her new job and will miss her talent and dedi-
cation to SPDTC.

Upcoming activities include reviewing and redesigning 
our puppy program. More information will be coming in 
the next few months on the updated puppy program. 

Also coming up is an obedience seminar with Linda Kout-
sky on November 15-16. More information will be avail-
able soon. We hope to see you there. SPDTC
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by Kristi Portugue

Brags & Wags

Del Mehlhaff  & Indy
MACH2

Karl Blakley & Abe
MACH2

Ginny Hayes & Bleuzenn
MACH2

Got a Brag & Wag?
Your Name: ________________

Your Dog’s Name: ____________

Your Accomplishment: __________

Or just e-mail your B&W to:
bragswags@spdtc.com


