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INTERMEDIATE AGILITY 

Student Notes - Week 1 

Parallel Path and Comfort Zone 

As your dog becomes more confident on the obstacles, you will start to 
notice that your dog’s path and your path usually form lines that are 
parallel to each other.  The exception to this is when a dog moves too far 
ahead of the handler they will start to bend back toward the handler’s path. 

While the rule of “dogs follow a parallel path to their handler” is generally true regardless of the distance at 
which the dog works from the handler, every dog also has a comfort zone. If the handler is working too far 
away, the dog will come in towards the handler; or, if the handler steps in too close, the dog will move away 
from the handler.   

The comfort zone size and distance is different for different dogs.  In terms of distance, some dogs will 
prefer to work more closely, and other dogs will prefer that the handler keep their distance.  If a dog has a 
narrow comfort zone, even if this zone is far away from the handler, the dog will tend to push out from the 
handler at any body motion that pushes into the dog’s zone; or will move closer to the handler if the handler 
tries to move slightly farther away from the dog.  The larger the dog’s comfort zone, the more flexibility it 
will give the handler to work the dog on course. 

As you practice at home, make note of how your dog turns in relationship to you. This will start to give you 
an idea of how far away your dog can be before they become uncomfortable and will tend to turn back 
toward you, to maintain a more comfortable distance. Also take note of your path in relationship to the dog’s 
to determine how often you maintain a parallel line.  

HOLDING THE STAY________________________________________ 

Many dogs can hold a stay in practice seemingly indefinitely, but when they 
get into sequence or trial situation, they consistently break their stay and start 
doing equipment before the handler is prepared, which can really start the 
sequence off on a bad foot. Unfortunately, in a trial situation, this behaviour is 
reinforced by the dog being able to run the course after an early start. This is 
a common problem for driven dogs that can't wait to get on the course 
because they can learn quickly that “stay” mean absolutely nothing when 
sequencing is involved!  

To start to work on this problem, handlers need to begin to train the “stay” in every conceivable setting with 
increasingly more challenging distractions. If your dog will stay without breaking in training, then make the 
challenges more difficult. Dogs need to make mistakes occasionally to challenge their understanding of the 
exercise. Take a look at the things, aside from agility, that really motivate your dog. For some dogs that might 
be a thrown ball, for others it might be running with another dog out the door to the back yard. 

You can also help your dog by teaching them that your body language will NOT signify a release. When you 
are training your stay make sure that you challenge the dog by making sudden movements that are NOT 
release related. The dog must learn that if you turn suddenly, or even stumble, that cannot be taken as a 
release. They must wait for a verbal release. Also ensure that you do not release the dog the moment you 
turn around, or they begin to anticipate the release when you make a turn to face them on course.  So in 
practice, make sure you are turning, and facing the dog, and giving non release words like “GOOD STAY”, 
before releasing. Also try to teach yourself to wait for the dog to start running before you start running, so 
they will understand that it is ONLY the verbal instruction that releases them, not you starting to run.  A pre-
cue like “ready” can also help the handler retain the dog’s attention, and tell the dog that the release is 
coming.  Note that ready is not the release though, the release is the name of the first obstacle. 


