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As a long-time competitor and trainer I see a number of beginner handlers make some common mistakes.  I also have experience since I’ve made most of these mistakes myself at one time or another (and sometimes still make them) !  Here are some common mistakes and ways to avoid or minimize them.

The most common mistake I see is that beginners jump their dogs way too much.  They enter them in every wave and jump them as much as possible during practice.  They then wonder why at the end of the week their dog’s jumps are getting shorter or the dog won’t jump at all.  Big Air and Extreme Vertical jumping is extremely tiring on the dog.  Out of all dog sports Big Air is the most physically demanding sport.  Most dogs will physically only have two or three “good” jumps during a given event.  Beginner trainers jump their dogs so much in the mistaken belief that more jumps will equate to longer jumps.  In reality the opposite is true.  More jumps will tire the dog out and jumps will get shorter.  There are only two reasons to jump your dog frequently either in waves or in practice.  The first is to work on placement of the dog on the dock.  It takes some practice to determine where to place the dog so that it hits the end of the dock consistently.  The second reason is work on timing of the throw if using the chase technique (most beginners will get better results using the place and send technique anyway). 

The second rookie mistake is not having a plan on the dock.  Dogs are creatures of habit and will learn best if a consistent technique is used.  I’ve seen beginners use different techniques each time they get on the dock.  This confuses the dog and as a result the dog doesn’t jump as well as it could.  When I get on the dock I know exactly what I going to do each time and I try to do every thing the same way every time.  I know when I let BlackJack off leash, where I set him on the dock, how long I wait before I release him, etc.  I also try to have the same routine before we get to the dock and when we exit the dock.
The third mistake is not having a crate for dog at the event.  There is a lot of down time at events and if you don’t have a crate there is no place for your dog to rest between waves.  It also means you have to bring your dog with you everywhere, including the judges briefing.  This is very stressful for the dog, especially if there are other dogs present and barking and sniffing.

Line etiquette is another common mistake.  DockDog events are extremely highly charged environments for dogs.  Their adrenaline is up, they’re hyperactive, easily agitated.  Even the calmest dog can become aggressive when waiting their turn to jump.  Keep at least six feet between your dog and the other dogs.  Don’t be shy, if another dog is getting too close ask their handler to keep them away.   
Also remember to have fun.  I see so many competitors who want their dog to be the perfect obedience dog when standing in line and on the dock.  It ain’t gonna happen !!  And it shouldn’t happen.  The idea of this sport is for your dog to run as hard as it can and jump as far (or as high) as it can.  If you are so strict that your dog can’t make a move without you telling them first, they are not going to have the drive to run hard down the dock.  So relax a little a bit and let your dog have a good time.  They get so excited because they love it !
