So You want to show your bully! (How to be a winner in the show ring)

With ABKC sanctioned shows becoming more and more frequent, the competition among bully dogs has intensified.  Now, more than ever, it takes more than just having the best looking dog to win in your class.  To really gain a competitive advantage in the show ring, you need good handling skills and a bully who has been properly prepared for the show ring in order to win.

If you are just getting started, the ins and outs of stacking, gaiting and show ring etiquette can seem complicated and mysterious.  Seeing those beautiful dogs, frozen in place like statues with their confident poised handlers made me wonder if I ever could ever perform to such exacting standards.  

I am happy to report that polished and professional show ring performances are not magic and anyone can learn how to show their dog well and enjoy success in the show ring.  Due to the subjective aspects of judging, any good dog can have his day and all it takes is preparation, practice, patience and perseverance. 

I promise that if you follow these suggestions consistently and remember to have fun, you and your bully will soon look just like professionals and while the show experience is fun in and of itself, there is after all nothing quite like the judge handing you and your best bully the prize for first place!

There are far too many things that one could learn about excelling in the show ring to cover in one article but here are some basics divided between things to do before you go to the show and things to do at the show to be successful.

Things you should do before you go to the show include:

Know your dog – The first thing you should do is know and understand your bully.  Is he outgoing or laid back?  Will she do anything for a liver treat or could care less?  Knowing your dog well will make the difference between the blue ribbon and “thank you, you can leave the ring now.”  Find out what kind of treat your bully goes bonkers for.  Is it liver bits, beef jerky or left over meat loaf?  Once you learn what it is, cut it up into fingernail size pieces and have lots of it handy whenever you work with your dog.  Professional trainers secret: Learn how to let your dog know what you want him to do with eye contact, body language and tone of voice. One of the best ways to get to know your dog is by taking your dogs on walks and on car rides.  Take him to Petsmart, the dog park, dog beach, the mall, a high school sporting event anywhere that is different and stimulating.  It will build your dogs confidence and teach you what to expect from your dog in a variety of different circumstances. Plus this will give you a great opportunity to make sure your dog is properly leash trained which is a mandatory skill for the show ring!

Train your dog – Having a well trained dog is essential to show ring success.  Don’t worry if it seems like your bully is the class retard or seems to be untrainable.  There are two only reasons your dog will not do what you want him to a) he doesn’t know what you want him to do because you haven’t told him in a way he can understand (that is why Step One – Know your dog is so important) or he is not motivated to do what you want (guess what, you have the perfect motivation – his favorite treat!!! Don’t forget to also praise generously).  Your bully doesn’t need a Ph.D. in obedience, just basic good manners and prompt response to a few basic commands like come, sit and stay are all that are needed.  Reminder: if you plan to show your dog, teach the command for stand up at the same time you teach the command for sit!  Sitting in the ring is a big no-no and is one of the most common mistakes beginners make. Make it a priority to teach your dog that standing up is just as important (and praise worthy) as sitting.

To help make things go faster, teach your bully to watch you at all times.  The best way to do this is by using the bait and making a game of it.  Show him the bait and once he is watching it, move it from side to side, up and down and if he follows your hand movements with his head, praise him and give him the treat.  After he does this consistently, try to teach him to catch the treat when you toss it to him.  Do this until you feel comfortable that he understands that paying attention to you pays off.  This will pay off in the show ring with an alert bully who is focused on you and responds quickly to commands.  Continue to emphasize the “watch me” behavior as you continue teaching other commands.

Once you and your bully have mastered the basics, focus on training the essential skills for the show ring which are: stacking (standing still, allowing their feet to moved to different places and leaving them once placed), standing for examination (not moving while the judge is running their hands over their body), showing the bite and gaiting (heeling at a fast walk or slow run in a counterclockwise circle).  These four skills are mandatory for the show ring and the better you master these skills the better you will do in the ring.

There is too much to stacking to discuss here but you can find lots of helpful information on the internet by doing a search on dog stacking.  You can also find inexpensive show handling classes in your area by checking the AKC website under “seminars and trainings.”  

In a nutshell, a dog is stacked with all four toes are pointing forward, hips and shoulders aligned (square), front legs directly under the shoulders at right angles to the ground (a right angle is an “L” shape), the lower part of the hind legs below the hock should also be at right angles with the ground and the topline (the dog’s back, from the withers to the tail) should be level or slightly sloping downward, head up and neck arched.  Once you get your dog correctly positioned…now FREEZE!!!  

There are a lot of different things to pay attention to but the good news is that once you get the legs and feet correctly placed, most of the other important areas move into the correct position also.

Teach stacking by first teaching the dog to stand still.  Progress to standing still while you move their feet and then to standing still during and after you move their feet.  During this part of the training, use short easy to remember commands (“Stay!”, “Freeze!”, “Stack!” and use the same ones all the time.  To get the fastest results, be very generous with rewards and praise what is most important is that you reward at the exact instant that the dog does what you want so he makes the connection between the behavior and the reward. Remember to be patient, keep the sessions short (no longer than 10 minutes at time) and stop the session the minute either you or your bully get too anxious or frustrated.  Take a break, relax, reconnect by playing with your bully with unrestricted free play and pick up the training session again later. Soon your bully will be stacking with the best of them.

The most important thing to know about gaiting is that your bully needs to be able to walk and trot in a straight line.  Gaiting is how the judge evaluates movement and if your bully is trotting sideways he will look like he has a fault that he may not really have (called “crabbing” or “sidepaddling”).  To gait well, your bully must have mastered basic leash manners.  Master walking on a leash before focusing on gaiting.  If your dog still pulls or lunges, he is not ready for the show ring.  The same if your dog refuses to walk on a leash and lies down instead.  Work through these problems and then go on to gaiting.

Showing the bite is not a natural behavior but is easy to perfect if you are gentle and patient.  Practice is key and it usually doesn’t take long for a dog to get the hang of it..  Firmly, control his head by holding the muzzle and lift the front of the lips enough to reveal how the teeth meet.  Don’t forget to reward and praise because a dog that shows its bite easily may get extra points from the judge (if he also has a scissor bite!).  

Next is standing for examination and if you are alone, practice by running your hands over the dog’s body while he is stacked and giving the command for “stay.”  If you can, get a friend to pretend to be the judge and practice by stacking your dog and having your friend run over the dog.  Always lift the tail and if you aren’t too squeamish, check the testicles (of male dogs of course).  The examination often makes dogs flinch and if your dog doesn’t flinch…chi ching…extra points for your bully!

Practice, Practice, Practice- As you continue to work with your bull, it is better to have 4-5 quick informal 2-3 minute sessions than one 15 minute formal session.  Anytime you interact with your dog, take a few minutes to practice a stack or show the bite or getting him to focus on you. If you do this consistently, interspersed with more focused training sessions that increase the length of time your dog obeys each command, I guarantee that you will notice significant improvement in a short period of time.  Even though good stacking looks like it must have taken months of training, the reality is a few days or weeks of patient, consistent practice will produce significant improvement.

Be Prepared – Being prepared involves a lot of things and done correctly, they will increase your success in the ring.  Make sure you have the right equipment.  For the show ring, you will need a thin choke or slip collar and a thin, short, flexible lead.  Everything you do in the show ring is geared toward showing your bully to her best advantage.  This means not covering up their beautiful necks with wide spiked collars or distracting from the symmetry of their physique with a long bulky leash.  The collar, leash and you are all supposed to disappear into the background when you enter the ring.  You want the judge to focus on your dog, his structure, his behavior and his movement, nothing else.  

Next, find out the following things about the show: where it is, how to get there, parking accommodations (if you are taking a lot of dogs or gear and you have to park 500 yards from the show site, you need factor in how much time you will need to get everything from your car to where you need to be).  You don’t want to be late!  Besides being bad form, being late means that you will probably be stressed or impatient and your bully will pick up on this hurting his performance.  

Find out as much about the show as you can.  Learn what classes are offered, who is judging and approximately what time you can expect to be in the ring.  Take all this information with a grain of salt because bully shows are often in flux with changes up until the classes are called so BE PREPARED!  Try to decide what classes you will enter before you get to the show and DON’T FORGET TO BRING YOUR DOGS ABKC OR UKC REGISTRATION NUMBERS!  Not bringing the necessary information reflects poorly and could cause you to lose points your bully earns because points are recorded by registration number not by dog’s name, owner or anything else so failing to be prepared for this could really hurt later.

Before entering your first show, attend a show, look around, experience the sights, sounds and pace of the show site.  If you can, bring your bully too.  For some dogs, the hustle, bustle, noise and confusion of a show can be overwhelming so give your bully the best chance and expose him to as many new experiences as possible.

Here are things to remember at the show:

Take care of your dog (prepare your dog) – Once you arrive at the show, take care of your dog.  Keep him relaxed and comfortable and make sure they have plenty of water but no food because you want the dog to respond to your bait.  Well before your first class, walk your bully around the show site and spend time near the show ring so the dog experiences the  noise and activity he will be exposed to after he enters the ring.  This is where knowing your dog will really pay off.  Play with your dog, reassure him and practice stacking and gaiting and all the other show behaviors in this new environment.

Pay attention – When you are at the show, enjoy the experience and network with other breeders but don’t forget to listen to announcements so you hear your class(es) when they are called.  You don’t want to miss a class because you weren’t paying attention!  And if you have the winners dog (Best Male or Best Female), you could hold up the show while the ring steward looks for you and your dog.  Also, sometimes things change during the course of the show (class times or order are changed, ring location etc.) so check the ring periodically while you are waiting to make sure things are still progressing as expected.

Mind your manners – Bully shows are still something of an anomoly so the curious public will be watching.  Remember we are all ambassadors of our breed.  Don’t face off your dogs or otherwise act inappropriately.  There are often children, law enforcement or media around and we don’t want to reinforce negative stereotypes.

Exhibit good show ring manners.  Knowing show ring etiquette is important and poor etiquette can hurt your dog.  Stack your dogs nose to tail, don’t let your dog turn and face another dog!!  Bad form!  You must generally always keep your dog on your left side and you always keep the dog between you and the judge.  When you are the first competitor in line and the judge orders the class to take it around, don’t just take off, wait and make sure that everyone else is ready and you all go around together as a class. The same if the judge asks you to go down and back with another dog.  Wait and go together when you both are ready.  Good form!  After the ribbons are handed out, congratulate the winners, if its not you, next time it might be!!

I hope you find this information helpful to you and I wish you luck, God bless and have a good time showing your bodacious bullies at the next ABKC show!!

