
 
 
 
 

E-Mail: sko@dogsport.org   www.dogsport.org/spectrum 
 

  (© sko, please do not duplicate) 

BEGINNER AGILITY 

Student Notes - Week 3 

Communication Skills 

There are some things that we can do to help our dog read our directions… 

 Hand signals – Hand signals should be used to point to the correct obstacle 
in a sequence and show the path that we want the dog to follow. The 
handler should use the hand closest to the dog and the obstacle to be 
performed. The hand used must be within the dog’s field of vision.  The 
hand that is not being used to direct the dog should be pulled in so the dog 
recognizes the hand which is currently in play. 

  Voice - The handler’s voice should be loud enough for the dog to hear and emphatic enough to get the 
dog’s attention, but not so loud or high pitched that it over-excites the dog, until the dog has finished 
performing the behavior requested, at which point the handler can switch into full on play mode, and 
rewarding, high pitched voice can be useful. The handler should minimize the number of words he uses. 
Typically, the dog’s name is NOT required, unless the dog is looking elsewhere and unfocused. An 
instruction must be timed to give the dog time to react to it. Too often instructions are given late. 

 Handler’s body – The direction the handler’s body is facing communicates a lot to the dog, as dogs cue off 
the handler’s shoulders, hips, and feet to determine the handler’s path. Try not to hold your body sideways 
to the flow of the course, or crouch as these can confuse the dog. Handlers should have upright posture 
and should not bend over their dogs, though a handler may have to get lower with a small dog at times, to 
ensure that the hand signal is in the dog’s field of vision. 

 Motion – In most circumstances, a handler should keep moving. Most dogs will slow down when the 

handler slows down. So, if the handler is slowing to wait for the dog, the dog will slow down more 

DECSENDING THE A FRAME_________________________________ 

Think about running down a hill.  You can either shift your weight back and take 
controlled steps, or you can lean forward and let momentum propel you forward.  
Some dogs that have difficulty getting a contact on the A-Frame cannot are 
actually just careening forward with uncontrolled momentum (Figure 1).  

Dogs must be taught to shift their weight back, collect themselves, and control 
their descent. (Figure 2).  From the apex, instruct BOTTOM and use whatever 
means the dog will respond to in order to get him to slow on the downside 

(“Easy”, check with the lead, “Down” etc). You do NOT want the dog to stop at the apex, but only to start 
collecting there for the descent. A common mistake is for the handler to instruct the dog to EASY just as he 

reaches the contact zone, which is far too late to stop. The result is a dog that stops with the front end, but 
somersaults forward with the rear. (see Figure 3). 

Reward if the dog is able to slow enough to stop on the bottom, with two feet in the contact zone and two feet 
on the ground. If the dog leaves the ramp without stopping in the bottom position, pick him up and lift him back 
onto the down ramp at the point where he jumped off, and next time try harder to help the dog get it right. 
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