Novice Tip:  Finish What You Start

(Adapted from an article published on-line in Agility Ability, June 2004)

I worked as timer for a Novice JWW class recently, and was surprised at how many of the humans mishandled the finish, a significant fraction of them spoiling otherwise qualifying runs by their hard-working canine partners.  I observed three kinds of handler errors.

Premature Celebration:  Thrilled that the dog has run clean and fast, the handler celebrated as the dog finished the course, throwing her hands in the air and shouting.  Unfortunately, in reality the dog had not quite finished the course, and being distracted by the handler's shouting and extraneous body language, dropped a bar on the last jump (which those wily judges often make some kind of spread).  

Running out of Gas:  At the end of the course, the handler was a little out of breath and a bit behind, so her body language signaling the dog to take the last jump was feeble.  The dog hesitated, looking at his handler, not sure what to do, so that when he took the final jump he did it awkwardly, taking down a bar.

Stopping Short of the Finish Line:  The handler drove the dog nicely over the last jump, but figuring her job was now done, stopped or slowed, causing the dog to curl back to her short of the finish line.  Sometimes the handler was lucky and the tail accidentally crossed the finish line, stopping the clock.  In most cases, I waited anywhere from 1 to 3 seconds for the handler and dog to saunter or spin across the finish line.  In that class I'd say 50% of the handlers added at least a second to their dog's time in this way, and 10% actually touched their dog before they crossed the finish line, one or two so blatantly before the line that the judge had to call it and eliminate them. 

What is the solution to all three of these handler errors?  Start strong; finish stronger!  

Make sure you know exactly where the finish line is before you walk the course. If it is at an angle to the last obstacle, it may influence your handling strategy, because, all other things being equal, you'd like to be in a position to bring the dog across the line on as short a path as possible.  

Drive hard through the finish line.  It helps me to imagine there is another jump beyond the final obstacle.  

Wait to celebrate a nice run until you are clear of the ring ropes.  This is especially important if you have a breed that spins or likes to nip at your heels in excitement.  And if you are a spectator there to support your novice handler friends, don't cheer until you see that the dog has crossed the finish line.  I've seen dogs bring down the last bar because they were distracted by the premature celebration of ringside fans!
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