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BEGINNER AGILITY 

Student Notes - Week 6 

Importance of Foundation Work  

It is natural to want to run full courses.  What could be 
more challenging than getting out there and working a 
dog through a complex set of sequences? The only 
trouble is, some handlers do not realize until far too late 
how early foundation work can help or hinder the dog-
handler team it is pursuit of perfection on course. 
 
While sometimes time consuming, it is not difficult to train a dog to perform agility obstacles. If you were to 
let most agility dogs loose on an agility course, without their handler, they would be happy to run around 
and do the obstacles on their own, in no particular order. The challenge comes in trying to get the dog and 
handler to work together, to run the handler’s chosen course. The success or failure of a team to meet this 
challenge can often be attributed to the handler’s understanding and commitment to the early foundation 
work, especially in terms of timing, body language, and verbals. 
 
It is vital that as soon as the dog has committed to doing one obstacle in a sequence, they know what the 
next one will be. Late instructions can be one of the biggest causes of dog frustration and off-courses. If the 
dog is waiting and waiting for the handler to give the next instruction, they may get frustrated and bark, nip, 
spin, or simply stop working and go off in a corner and sniff. If the dog always knows what is coming up 
next, they can continue on with confidence and enthusiasm around the course. This difference may be in 
split second timing, so it is crucial to work on timing early in training. Early, early, early. 
 
Remember to try to have others watching to see if you are developing bad habits. Also try to watch other 
handlers to see what habits they have. Are they good habits? Or not? Do they seem to help the dog? Or 
not? The more you learn to pick up on when you watch others handler their dogs, the better handler you will 
become yourself, because you will be more aware of what you are doing, or not doing to help your dog 

understand where it is you want them to go next. 

JUMP SMARTER NOT HIGHER_____________________________ 

When teaching any dog to jump, remember that while it is more physically 
challenging to jump high, it is more mentally challenging to take the jump 
that is farther away from the handler.  It is very important not to push the 
dog to jump high, because that will discourage the dog from wanting to 
jump, and will prevent you from being successful in overcoming the 
challenges of getting the dog to offer the jump from farther away. 

When we teach the dogs to jump, and work on sequences, we only set the 
bar at 8-12” high.  But eventually we do need to start raising the bars 
occasionally to ensure the dog can physically navigate the height they will 

need to perform in agility.   When raising the bars, make sure to raise them 
incrementally, only a couple of inches a month. The dog must learn to jump 
a higher bar not only with his muscles but also with his brain, so don’t be in 
a big hurry.  

If you take it slowly with your dog you will have years of enjoyment together, playing at agility, and in many 
other active dogsports. If you push your dog to jump too high too early, you may spend your dog’s later 
years visiting the vet and/or the chiropractor. Remember, while their bones are still growing, generally under 
a year old, jumping higher will put too much pressure on developing joints, so keep it LOW. 


