Novice Rally as Viewed by a Novice
by
Marty Sanford
The AKC defines Rally as “a sport in which the dog and handler complete a course that has been designed by the rally judge.”  Or, as one of my friends jokingly said, “Rally is Obedience for dummies.”   But it is much more than that.   It is a lot of fun and an activity which engages your dog and requires them to think and pay attention to you as the handler.

There are between 10 and 15 stations at the Novice level with an instruction card at each one communicating to the handler what he or she should be performing with their dog.  There are 29  different activities from which the judge can choose when designing the course.  The activity can be as simple as “Sit” or “Sit and then Down” or it can be as complex as “Call Front, one step back, Front; two steps back, Front; three steps back, Front.”  In other words you call your dog to sit in front of you and then you successively take one, two and three steps back having the dog sit in front of you each time.  Throughout the course the dog and handler move from station to station in numeric order with the dog under control at the handler’s left side on a loose lead.
Many of the activities involve left and right turns, about turns, 270 degree turns, and circles.  These can be very challenging to those of us who are directionally impaired.  Some handlers have been known to draw an arrow pointing left on the toe of their left shoe with “left” written under it and draw a right pointing arrow on their right shoe with “right” written above it to aid them in directional awareness.  

The great thing about Rally is that the handler can use all sorts of “body English” and verbal cues to aid the dog in performing the required activity.  It is fun to watch how different handlers get their dog to do what is required of them.  Watching an Aussie or Golden perform precisely in concert with its handler is a thing of beauty.  Also, watching a Herding dog that is fixated on something outside the ring and totally blowing off its handler is something that any dog owner can sympathize with.  At one time or another we have all been there. 
There is a ten minute period before the competition when the handlers can walk the course as many times as they want to in order to familiarize themselves with it and practice the commands they will give at each station.

In Rally competition you need 70 out of a possible 100 points to qualify.  There are one point deductions for tight leash, dog interfering with the handler (in other words the dog gets in your way of forward progress), poor sits (butt not touching the ground or the dog sits far away from you or at an angle to you), slow response, delayed response or resistance to responding to the handler, touching a cone or person, or dog out of position.  
There are three point deductions for repeating a station.  You can retry each station only once if your dog didn’t perform as you wanted it to.  Three point deductions are also given for knocking over a cone in the Figure 8, Spiral, or Serpentine exercise, for lack of control, for loud commands or intimidation by the handler, and for excessive barking.  There is a ten point deduction for an incorrectly performed station.  Consequently if you incorrectly perform a station you are better off to retry it and lose 3 points rather than ignore the error and lose 10 points.  
The mantra my teacher gave in class was, “Slow and steady is better than fast and inaccurate.”  Time is used only to separate places if there are two teams with the same point score.  Since the main objective is to qualify it is better to take your time and do the best you can than to rush through the stations making errors.  

Two weeks after finishing a six week Beginning Rally course Tuurk and I found ourselves trying to qualify at Rally Novice A at the Colorado Springs show.  It was due to the encouragement of my teacher who said, “Of course you can do it.  Give it a try”.  

So try we did.  And we not only qualified both days but we also got 3rd place scores each day!!!  Then at the next show we qualified on the first day and Tuurk finished his Rally Novice title.  
And then, what did we do the following day????  Well we had paid the entry fee and rather than waste it we moved up to Advanced Rally A.  Now this was tougher since the entire course is done off lead.    Also there would be several new signs that we hadn’t previously practiced since we were only in week 2 of our Advanced Rally classes.   And one of the activities would include a 16” jump.  Wouldn’t you know that it was a “high jump” rather than a “bar-type jump?”  We had practiced moving in concert with an agility jump in my backyard but the solid high jump was something totally new, scary and different.

It wasn’t pretty.  We had do-overs at a couple stations.  And there was an initial refusal of the jump.  But we tried it again and Tuurk cleared it and got back into heel position to go to the last station which a gift… it was just a “SIT”.   
We were fortunate enough to qualify that day also.  Not the best of scores!  For sure, not a placement!!  But most importantly it was more than 70 points.  So with one Advanced qualification under our belts we need to qualify two more times to earn the RA title.  

Moral of the story: If Tuurk and I can do it so can you.  Try it.  Take a class.  Practice.  Enter a show in Rally.   You and your dog just might enjoy it and get hooked the way we did.
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