High Tails

Handling the Handler - Hunt Tests

By Jeannie Wagner

The Hunt Test secretary, bundled up in scarves and mittens, brought the latest scores out to be posted on the tally board.  Fumbling she pulled off her mittens, and quickly posted the numbers and pulled the warm glove back on. As she trundled back to her post, the   anxious owners quickly rushed over to the board.  They huddled together reading the scores. Each hoping their dog had received a passing score and a leg towards their title.

“Oh look, Susie  passed! That my 1st leg. All 7’s yeah!”

“We passed too, Whew, 3rd leg one more to go. Jack got and 8 in pointing but only a 5 in trainability, what’s that mean. He’s very trainable. I don’t understand that score.”

“Not so lucky Buddy didn’t pass. We got a 4 in hunting, how do you figure that when he pointed a bird?  I want to know what the judge’s names are and why they flunked my dog!” 

“Wow Ginger passed with all 9’s,cool, she has never scored so high. Guess those lessons I took on handling and the help the trainer gave me working with her really paid off. That’s our 4th leg to finish our Junior Hunter Title!”

“Congratulations, Good for you and Ginger!” Everyone exclaimed.

The AKC Pointing Breed Hunting Test Program provides owners with a venue to test their dog’s attributes and ability to perform the function that the breed was originally bred to do.  Many owners come into the program with very little knowledge or hunting experience. This lack of experience often makes it hard for them to understand what is expected of their dog and what they need to do as a handler to help their dog.  In all venues, obedience, agility, rally, field trials, hunt tests and conformation, the handler and the dog are a team. What you do as a handler can make the difference between passing or failing.

Each level has specific requirements and builds towards the next level.  Junior Hunter being your basic ability level, Senior Hunter is a dog that can be a great hunting companion and Master Hunter dog is a finished complete gentlemen’s gun dog.  Scoring is done on a 0 to 10 scale with certain criteria for performance. Unlike obedience where there are definite point deductions, hunt test judges have a mental picture of a perfect performance, much as the same as the conformation judge has a mental picture of the perfect breed specimen. Therefore there can be varying scores for the same performance.

Let’s start at the beginning, understanding what the rules and guidelines for performance are and how you as a handler can help your dog’ performance as a bird dog.

AKC Purpose:

The AKC hunting test program is non - competitive certification program. It seeks to identify and officially recognize those dogs that posses the abilities that enable them to serve effectively as personal hunting companions.  The standards of performance at the three test levels, Junior, Senior and Master, afford an opportunity to demonstrate a dog’s ability to perform the task for which they were originally bred.  

The AKC Hunting Test program was started in April 1986.

Basic overview:

Junior Hunt Test has four performance ability categories, hunting, bird finding, pointing, and trainability.  Master and Senior Hunt Tests have six performance ability categories; hunting, bird finding, pointing, trainability, retrieving and honor.  A dog must receive a qualifying score to receive a pass and a leg towards his title.    Junior title requires four passes, Senior title requires five passes unless the dog is already a Junior Hunter in which case only four passes are need, Master title requires six passes unless a dog is already a Senior Hunter in which case five passes are needed. 

Hunt tests are scored on a 0 to 10 scale. To receive a qualifying score you must achieve an over all average of 7 with a minimum score of at least 5 in each of the categories of ability performance. (It is possible to have an overall average of 7 and still fail if in any one category a 4 or below is scored).

Junior Hunter

Junior hunting dogs must show desire to hunt, be bold and independent, have a fast yet attractive manner of hunting and demonstrate intelligence in seeking objectives and finding game. They must establish point on at least 50% of the birds they encounter. They must also demonstrate reasonable obedience to their handler’s commands. They must hold point until the handler gets within normal gunshot range. The handler must fire a blank when a bird flushes within gunshot range.

Handling your Dog:

Everything you do with your dog at home at shows at obedience class can all play into what you do with your dog as a handler in the field. First establish basic courtesies between you and your dog. 

1. He should know his name. 

2. Come when he is called. 

3 Be able to work with and around another dog. 

4 Know how to stay to the front while hunting. 

It is always a good idea to try and walk a brace or two before your turn. This will help know to where the course is going and you can always learn by watching other handlers and dogs.

Before going to the starting line get your dog out make sure he is exercised. Introduce yourself and your dog to the other handler and his dog to make sure they are going to get along.  You should have already taught your dog to either do a stand stay or “whoa”.  If you have not put your dog on your left side, gently hold his collar with your right hand and stroke his back with your left hand. You can begin to use whichever command you plan on used by gently repeating it while stroking him. He will be learning to “whoa” without even knowing he is learning. When you go to the breakaway line, space yourself 15 to 20 feet apart from the other dog.   The judge will ask you and the other handler if you are ready. Once you have indicated that you and your dog are ready, have some type of signal to release your dog this can be verbal or a whistle. Once your dog has been released to hunt keep him moving to the front. Don’t call him back to you. Guide him and try to keep him from interfering with his brace mate.   When possible separate from the other handler and guide your dog to logical objectives.  You can help him along without obviously putting him in places he should be going on his own.  Get his attention with a verbal command or whistle walk towards the objective/tree line you would like him to take. Once he has followed your lead and moved towards the objective return to walking straight forward. He should follow the tree line on his own if he is hunting likely cover. Do not take your dog directly to the line or to the exact spot you think a bird might be this kind of obvious guiding will get you a non qualifying score.

When you know there are birds in the back course try and get the dog to close in and hunt with you. Whistle or use some other command to give him indication that there might be birds in the area and he needs to work with you.  When you are handling your dog around the course be careful not to over handle. By this I mean, do not constantly call, holler, yodel etc.  You can make your dog look bad and “untrainable” if you are yelling at him and he is not listening to you.  It is better to let him go and only call when necessary to turn him around the course. If you encounter your brace mate on point try not to allow your dog to interfere.  If your dog will back by all means use it but most Junior level dogs do not back. He must find and point his own birds and not steal point or flush the other dog’s birds. Be aware at all times where your dog is and where the other dog is that way you can turn and guide your dog away from the situation before he has the chance to interfere.

When your dog has established point ideally you should be able to get in front of him and flush the bird. Often with Juniors the dog will flush the bird. You must fire a blank pistol if you would be within normal gunshot range when the bird flushes.  Make sure you call point. You want to be sure the judge has seen your dog on point even if he does not stay long enough for you to get to him.  Raise your hand, some handlers also take their hat off and wave it, whatever you do make it obvious to the judges that your dog has established a point. 

 The biggest mistakes novice handlers make is when flushing the bird and firing the gun. DO NOT get in a hurry! Take your time. Always make sure your dog is in pursuit of the bird before firing your blank gun.  Before you fire make sure you know where your brace mate is, where the other handler is and where the judge is. DO NOT fire up in to the air, it is best to put the gun behind you and fire down towards the ground. Remember that even though it is a blank there is wadding and gunpowder that will come out of the gun barrel.  You don’t want to “smoke” your dog, the other dog and hander, the judge or the judge’s horse. 

Next critical area in handling is when you enter a bird field.  Either before your brace starts or as you enter the bird field check which direction the wind is blowing from.  If you are entering the bird field with the wind then you must move your dog down the field so that you can work backup the field into the wind. Walk at a hunting pace as you move your dog around the bird field.  You will want to slow down slightly when you work back up into the wind give your dog time to work then move him on. You want your dog working from the downside of the wind so that he can catch sent of the birds.   Most importantly do not just stand still in the bird field and expect your dog to work the entire area. YOU must keep moving at all times. Crisscross the field over and over until time runs out.  Try to note where birds may have flushed to during earlier braces, If there happens to be a hedge row or tree line then by all means use the cover if it adjoins the bird field area. You can’t pass if you do not have bird contact and a point.  Be sure to separate from the other handler and work the opposite area of the field. Give your dog the best chance to find his own birds. It is important to try and get in front of your dog and flush the bird. It is a building block for the next level as well as demonstrating the dog’s willingness to be a team player and goes hand and hand with trainability. As a personal hunting dog you don’t want the dog bumping and putting up birds out of gunshot range.

Once your dog has had bird contact either on the back course or in the bird field he must move on with you. Do not let him continue to route around the hot spot.  This not only causes him to miss additional opportunities to find birds it goes to trainability and most judges will not pass a dog that continues to dink around a hot spot and ignores his handler’s commands to move on. 

If your Junior dog happens to catch or pick up a bird try to get him to bring it to you. This will go far in helping him in the next level where he has to retrieve.  Don’t chase after him and scold him that will only serve to discourage him. When you do get the bird be sure to praise and let him know that is what your want him to do. 

Senior Hunter

Senior hunters must show all the attributes of the Junior hunting dog. In addition, the Senior hunting dog must be steady to wing and shot on all pointed birds and must remain in position until the shot or until they are released. Senior hunting dog must retrieve. Whenever it encounters its brace mate on point, it must honor. A dog that steal point, cannot receive a passing score. 

Everything you learned and applied in Junior hunting will now come into play as you move up to Seniors. Build on what you and your dog learned. By the time he completed his JH you should have been able to walk in front of him and flush the birds. He now has to demonstrate that he is steady to wing and shot and he is also required to stop to flush and honor his bracemate on point.  Seniors is a huge step up from the requirements of the Junior hunting dog. 

As a handler in Senior it is more important than before to keep on eye on your bracemate. If your bracemate establishes a point you want to see that before your dog does so that you can control the situation. A senior dog has to see and acknowledge the dog on point before you can give verbal command to honor. If he is working with you in the bird field you can kindly turn guide him into position to see and execute the honor.  After your dog has demonstrated his ability to honor you may collar to prevent him from interfering with the flush of his bracemate’s bird   After you have cautioned him with a “Whoa ‘ walk up beside him and gently take his collar. Courtesies between the two handlers also come in to play.  The handler with the pointing dog should be sure to make sure that the handler of the backing/ honoring dog has control of his dog before he attempts to flush the bird in front of his dog.  A failure to do this may result in both dogs breaking and being disqualified. In the back course or where there is not a retrieve both handlers should have control over their dogs after the flush before they send them on.  

Seniors must also perform a stop to flush. In Seniors you are permitted give a verbal command for the stop to flush. Fire your gun if you are within gunshot range then move your dog on. (See Masters for handling)

In the bird field the point dog will have to perform a retrieve.  As the handler it is your right to place the gunners where you want them. (See Masters for handling)  If you are able to determine where the bird is it will be helpful in setting your gunners for the retrieve.  Walk up to within 15 feet of your dog wait for the backing dog and handler you want to make sure that the other handler has control of his dog and also that all parties, (gunners, handler, judges) will be safe during the shoot.  In senior you can caution the dog before you move in front of him to flush the bird.  Always come to the front of your dog do not walk up to flush from behind or beside your dog. By walking in from the front you will have more control of your dog and he will not be inclined to come along with you and help you flush the bird.  Once you have flushed the birds and the gunners have downed the bird walk back to your dog and give him the command to retrieve that can be just verbal or you can tap him on the back of the head and also give a verbal command.  Be careful not to assist the dog by walking towards the downed bird if you do so your dog will not receive a qualifying score.  A Senor does not have to deliver to hand to qualify but it will certainly garner a better score if he does so. 

Master Hunter

The Master hunting dog must give a finished performance and demonstrate that it clearly deserved to be qualified as such. He is the complete hunting companion that anyone would be proud to own.  He is under his handlers control at all times, handle kindly with a minimum of noise and hacking by the handler. He will have a keen desire to hunt and a bold and attractive manner of running. He will use intelligence in seeking objectives and have the ability to find game. He must hunt for his handler at all times at a range suitable for a handler on foot.

This is the ultimate title for the class personal gun dog. The Master hunting dog handles kindly at all time. The rules state that minimal verbal commands and hacking that does not mean you have to go around the course in complete silence you must still handle and direct him around the course. Total silence does not work. Implement all that you have learned in Junior and Senior and now put on the finishing touches. 

Bring your Master dog to the line, he should stand and wait for your command to go. He will breakaway in tune with you the other dog and handler.  When he encounters his brace mate on point in the back course or in the bird field he will have to honor without command. In these situations sportsmanship and cooperation between the handlers is as important as the performances of the dogs.  

Your brace mate stops on points his handler should move to where his dog can see him. Bring your dog in allow him to establish a back. Remember no verbal command may be given to the backing dog. Walk up your dog to be with 4 to 6 feet in front without blocking him from the view of the point dog.  The handler of the pointing dog should then move in front of his dog and flush the bird. A gentle caution may be given to the pointing dog.  Flush the bird return to the dog and both handlers heel off put the dogs on “whoa” then send them on to hunt.

When you enter the bird field each handler will pick up a gunner in the event that you both have finds at the same time in different areas of the field you will each have one gunner.  However if you watch your brace mate closely you can get your retrieve and backing done together.  When both dogs are on point and honor then both gunners become as one and the chances of downing a bird for retrieve are increased.  As in Seniors the handler of the pointing dog has the right to position the gunners once he has made sure all the participants are in safe positions.  Give thought to where the bird is or might be, how the wind is blowing and how the flushed bird will possibly fly.  No guarantees on the whims of the bird, but most will fly up into the wind and fly with it. 

· Placing your gunners; as the handler you need to know approximately where the bird is.  Place the gunners 5 to 10 yards on either side just to the front of the dog but not past where you thing the bird might be. Knowledge of how the bird might react in important. Most birds will fly into the wind and lift up and go with the wind.  If the bird flies in a non-shootable or non-retrievable way instruct your gunners not to shoot.  Example the bird flies over the gallery or into a heavy hedge row. 

 In Master the handler of the pointing dog must also shoulder his gun after the flush.  As the Bird flushes into the air shoulder your gun as if you were taking a shot at the bird. The backing dog must honor through the retrieve but may be heeled off, with the judge’s permission, if the flush and retrieve are taking overly long.   After the retrieve and both dogs have demonstrated their respective abilities the dogs should be heeled away from the situation put on “whoa” and sent off to hunt again.  In both Seniors and Masters the bird must be brought back to the handler in good condition dogs that mouth the birds or refuse to release them will receive failing scores.  In Masters they must retrieve to hand and give the bird to the handler.  Take the bird from your dog and give it to the Gunners or to the Judges. 

· Handling a stop to flush. The Master hunting dog must stop to flush without command. When your dog has performed a stop to flush walk up to the front of him within 5 feet or so. Be sure to check for the possibility of additional birds then fire the blank gun then walk to him and heel him out away from the flushed bird put him on “whoa” then send him on to hunt. 

I have tried to cover the most important areas of handling in the three levels of Hunt Test competition. Jim Basham has been a contributing consultant in preparing for this article and we thank him for sharing his expertise and many years of experience.  There are many situations and question that I have not covered. If you have any particular question regarding handling your dog I will be glad to answer you to the best of my knowledge or find the answer for you.  You can email me at karrycourt@hotmail.com just be sure to indicate what your message is regarding. 

Happy Hunting, Jeannie Wagner

Side Bar

Taken from the AKC Regulations for Hunting Test for Pointing Breeds

	Scoring
	Interpretation
	Explanation
	Illustrative Examples 

	0
	Lack of Performance
	Disqualification warranted by Extreme departure{S} from the 

Standard or complete performance
	Aggressiveness, no finds, refuses to

Acknowledge honor, gun shy, bird unfit for consumption, No point, extreme interference 

with brace mate



	 1-4
	Unacceptable performance
	Performance not standard. Basic

Requirements not met. Significant fault {s} exhibited or major handler error
	Timid does not hunt, bumps birds intentionally,

Flash point, out of sight too long, very

Disobedient, steals point, breaks point early,

Very ineffective retrieve, handler guides dog to bird, commands honor prior to acknowledgement etc

	5-6
	Basic Qualifying performance
	Performance barely meets requirements

Performance meets essential requirements, however there is need for improvements
	Excessive checking back, pottering several nonproductive points, ignores likely cover, creeps on point or honor, point lacks intensity, repeated delayed response to commands

Inefficient retrieve.

	7
	Average Qualifying Performance
	Performance show promise and meets essential requirements – Could have been done more effectively
	Hunts intelligently with speed and stamina, shows very good intensity in difficult situations, no movements at shot, honors quickly etc

	8-9
	Outstanding Qualifying performance
	Performance exceeds essential requirements. A few minor areas for improvement may be observed
	Hunts intelligently with speed and stamina, shows very good intensity in difficult situations. No movement at shot, honors quickly etc

	10
	Exceptional Qualifying Performance
	Performance that significantly exceeds all requirements and is both efficient and effective
	Something really exceptional Difficult blind retrieve, honors without handler present, multiple high quality finds, extreme intensity on point, no verbal commands etc.


