choosing a ring-craft class
You’ve decided that you want to show your dog, after all, he is the most
beautiful Snake-snaffling Hound in the world (in your opinion!) and you are
sure he could win prizes. Fame and glory lie ahead.

Typically though, what happens next is a bit ‘make or break’. Not many people realise that
training for the show ring is very specific – and can be quite tricky: in fact, many dogs need a lot
of training to be able to cope with it at all. After all, they need to stand perfectly still for prolonged
periods, have a stranger touch them all over and have intimate areas of their body handled, as
well as being in close proximity to other dogs and people, in a strange, noisy environment, all
without batting an eyelid.
This means that the way the training is done is VERY important to your dog’s enjoyment (or not)
of the experience. It should not be left to chance.
This is vital. Not only because dogs that don’t like it shouldn’t be shown anyway, but because
the more your dog enjoys the experience, the more likely he is to sparkle in the ring, and win!
Most people who want to show their dog take them to special training classes – these are called
‘ring-craft’ classes.
Now, while you can find a list of these on the Kennel club website,
here is a word of warning. They are not assessed, checked, or in
any way approved by the Kennel Club, or anyone else for that
matter. The standard of training that’s offered by these classes is
hugely variable, and in my view, that’s not good enough. In this
day and age, all training should be positive, fun and based on
good scientific principles that work, not hearsay or trial and error.
Sadly, long-term behavioural damage can be done in only one
bad experience, so it’s up to you to protect your dog by ensuring
that his or her training is top-notch.
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In order to make sure that your little show prospect has the best possible experience right from
the start, here are a few pointers:

1. Go and visit several classes without your dog
That way, you can be an objective observer and can assess the
standard of each class without subjecting your dog to any
possible risk of anxiety.
It may be that your nearest class isn’t the best. In my view, it’s better to attend a good
class once or twice a month than go every week to a bad one.

2. Firstly, look at the environment
Image To GO HERE

That way, you can be an objective observer and can assess the
standard of each class without subjecting your dog to any
possible risk of anxiety.
Nearly all ring-craft classes are held in village halls with high
ceilings and slippery floors. It’s not a great start, but is
somewhat inevitable. Most classes use strips of rubber matting
for the dogs to stand or walk on during training, but what
about where the dogs come in and leave, and where they are
resting in between training? A very slippery floor can be a risk
to your dog’s joints and can make anxious dogs much worse as
they try to keep their balance.

Is the class noisy? In my view, the more noise there is the more likely the dogs are to be
stressed. The class should be calm and quiet. Do not join a class where there is more
barking than chatting.
Can you negotiate moving your dog around the hall without having to run the gauntlet of
other dogs being too close? It’s likely that on the first few visits to a class, new dogs will be a
little anxious, and if that’s the case then the one thing that always helps them is space.
Being forced to walk or sit too close to another dog or dogs is unfair and likely to make the
problem worse. Organisers and instructors should be behaviourally aware of this need and
keep gangways, entrances and exits clear, and move dogs where necessary to provide more
space between them.
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3. The actual training
With good, positive training, a show dog can move perfectly around the ring, stand still, and
even positon his own fee t without having to be man-handled, yanked on the lead or dragged.
This is what the training should aim for. Rewards for making good choices should be
high-value and frequent. There should NEVER be any kind of punishment used. After all,
showing is a ‘sport’ that’s all for the owner. If you are going to ask your dog to be a team-mate
in a sport of your choosing then it needs to be clear what’s on offer for him.
Avoid classes that use or allow:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Leash jerks
Force of any kind
Shouting or scolding
Tight leads or ‘stringing the dog up’
Picking the dog up by the tail or lead (this is banned by the KC but it still happens)
Backing the dog into a situation where he has no choice to be handled
Old fashioned training methods of any kind

Most good classes use food in training. This helps to pair the behaviours you are asking for
with positive things, and build trust. For that reason, food that is only used as a bribe or lure
isn’t fair – the dog needs to be given the treat as a reward for the correct behaviour.

4. The instructor
In my opinion, every ring-craft instructor should have an excellent understanding of
how dogs learn and up-to-date behavioural knowledge. Experience alone is not
enough. This is because times change, and often what was thought to be ‘correct’ 20
years ago, certainly isn’t now.
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Avoid classes where:
• The instructor mentions ‘dominance’, leadership, being the boss or other references to
the out-dated theory that some dogs try to dominate humans.
• The instructor doesn’t believe in giving food rewards.
• The instructor says you need to ‘make’ him.
• The instructor tells you to do something that makes you feel uncomfortable – such as
hold the dog down, jerk the lead, tell your dog off, or force him to do something he
doesn’t want to do.
• The instructor insists that repeating the same routine over and over with the dog will
sort out a behavioural problem, even though it’s clear that they are getting the same
result.
• Everyone wants to give their opinion without being asked!

5. The dogs
In my view, no dog with a behavioural problem - and most especially aggression - should
be in a class situation. Behavioural issues always need help on a 1-1 basis. Dogs with
aggression problems often suffer terrible stress by being placed in a group situation, which
can manifest itself as ‘naughtiness’ – such as lunging or barking. Their presence can also
heighten tension and stress for other dogs in the group, and effectively cause behavioural
problems in other dogs too. I believe that puppies in particular should be raised to believe
that all other dogs are safe, and as an owner you have a duty of care to ensure that he or
she isn’t put at risk; behavioural or physical.
•
•
•
•

The dogs in the class should look relaxed and calm
The dogs should appear happy to take their turn being ‘judged’
The dogs should be relatively quiet
The dogs should be being cared for by attentive owners – not left on their
own for the whole evening while their handlers chat in a corner
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Alternatives to ring-craft classes
If you are in an area where there are no ring-craft classes that suit your needs, then what are
the alternatives?

1.

Train by yourself at home, and use small, local shows as practise

2. Train 1-1 with an approved instructor (Clever Dog Company Method Trainer
or an APDT member)

3. Ask a local clicker trainer to help you within their usual puppy class structure

A bit about Sarah
Sarah Whitehead, BA(Hons), MSc is a Certified Clinical Animal Behaviourist,
with a passion for canine body language and facial expression.
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Sarah Whitehead has over 25 years experience in the
industry, she is a world renowned international lecturer, best selling
author and pet behaviour counsellor seeing dogs and cats with
behavioural problems on referral from veterinary surgeons
(even consulting with the Royal Family!).
Sarah has an MSc in Animal Behaviour and is a full member of the
APBC (Association of Pet Behaviour Counsellors) and APDT
(Association of Pet Dog Trainers, no 00156). She is also one of only a
small number of specialists to have achieved the status of Certified
Clinical Animal Behaviourist (CCAB) and is an Animal Behaviour
Training Council (ABTC) Registered Clinical Animal Behaviourist.
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