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Chances is a NADAC game where most, or all, of the course is designed to be handled 
from within a restricted area and so is a great example of where distance handling skills 
prevail. Having said that, these skills are not just for gambles, sends, and artificial constraints 
on course. Distance handling is an asset in any course to enable you to get to interesting 
places where working closer to your dog helps clarify the path.  

For this article, I will use a chances course to illustrate the basic concept and skills of 
distance handling.  Each chances course will feature challenges specifically focused on 

distance, 
discrimination and 
directional change. 
Although there are 
many variations 
within these 
guidelines, the 
example course serves 
as an illustration of a 
typical scenario.

In a previous article I 
talked about the most 
important choices you 
can make about using 
real-estate on course so 
you can do so wisely 
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for your dog. By real-estate, I mean, the physical space that you have to work in on course. 
Because this is a key success factor for the game of Chances here are a couple of additional 
tips with respect to this topic to consider.

Study how the elite course is more challenging
When looking at the example course, its interesting to note how the changes in the 

available working space make the puzzle more challenging for the more experienced teams.  
Evaluating the differences between novice, open and elite levels sometimes helps expose the 
nature of the challenges built into the course design.

For example, the first thing to note is that elite handlers are constrained to move away 
from their dog through the sequence 1 -3.  Moving along the gamble line would tend to draw 
the dog into the handler after the a-frame, making jump #3 more difficult to support.  
Conversely, the handler could choose to handle this sequence from farther away to begin 
with, making the line of pressure more conducive to pushing out to jump #3, but testing the 
handler’s lateral lead out and independent performance of the A-frame to a greater degree. 
Either way, you notice that the novice handlers have less of a dilemma to solve. Seeing this 
makes you very aware that supporting #3 is a key challenge in solving this puzzle and not 
something to take for granted at any level.

The elite handler is also challenged to make a tough decision about how to 
communicate the way the dog should jump #3.  Do they hang back and release the dog 
forward from the A-frame using acceleration to drive the dog over jump #3 or do they 
overshoot the A-frame position and then try to keep the dog out to present the jump. In the 
former case they risk sending the dog over #3 in extension and setting a line to the dogwalk 
and in the latter case they risk the dog misunderstanding their deceleration cue and not 
getting #3 at all.  The novice handler with more real estate to work in has more flexibility in 
using the available space to create the ideal path plus the collection over the jump that they 
envision for their dog. Noticing this draws your attention to the fact that controlling how the 
dog jumps #3 is also key to solving the puzzle.

Plan to avoid ambiguous cues
One of the most interesting aspects of playing the game of Chances is figuring out how 

to successfully complete the course without creating misunderstandings or ambiguities in 
communication between you and your dog.

For example, once the dog is committed to jump#3, pulling the dog to jump #4 isn’t 
much of a challenge for most elite teams, nor is sending the dog ahead through #5 – but if the 
elite handler is not careful to move very conservatively through the space available during 
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this part of the course, they will find themselves butted up against the vertical gamble line 
and needing to send their dog out and away through the two hoops to the tunnel whilst they 
are giving the dog a gigantic deceleration cue.

Later the handler needs to send the dog ahead and away down the line of closing jumps 
but they are constrained to move inside the gamble line. In other circumstances if you were 
moving along the red vertical gamble line you probably would not even want your dog to be 
moving laterally away from you over jumps #10 and #11 because your movement would not 
support that deviating path. 

Picking a handling strategy that does not conflict with cues you would use if you were 
not constrained by the gamble line is a wise goal to strive for.

A Solution Using Real-Estate Wisely

Figure 2 shows 
one solution that 
incorporates a 
careful use of the 
available space. 
Notice how the 
handler has lead 
out laterally to a 
position where 
they can 
effectively 
support the path 
not only to the 
first hoop, but to 
the A-frame and 
jump #3 as well.  
Tip: Don’t forget 
to support the 
path to the first 
obstacle. I often 
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see handlers take for granted the 10-15 feet between the dog and the first obstacle “that is 
right in front of them” forgetting that the dog is probably watching you (even if their body is 
facing the hoop) and may not actually be looking straight ahead. A typical failure in 
communication here results in the dog not feeling the pressure until they are already past the 
obstacle as shown by the green path in figure 3.

Leaving room off the gamble line 
allows the handler to accelerate the dog to 
jump #3 (green in the figure). Tip: 
Acceleration is a relative term, moving from 
a stand still to an assertive step or two, even 
if they are baby steps is an acceleration cue 
(likewise dropping your arm and rocking 
back on your heels is a deceleration cue). 
Walking into pressure points can preserve a 
great deal of working space as opposed to 
running at them and then coming to a 
screeching halt. Likewise, taking several 
small steps is a much better acceleration cue 
than committing to one giant step and being 
caught out of balance and unable to follow 
through with additional steps if the dog 
needs it.

As the dog commits to #3, the handler 
can pull the dog over it by taking pressure 
off the path as shown by the red handler. 
Tip: Where you can, keep moving. 
Movement conveys a lot of information to 
the dog, even if you are just walking.  
Notice also that the handler has taken 
advantage of the opportunity to move away 
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from the top gamble line, even a 
little bit – and that extra couple of 
feet is going to come in handy 
later.
As the dog commits to #5, the 
handler can accelerate and push 
on the path through the series of 
pressure points that present the 
tunnel. Tip: Be aware of the 
timing of your lead hand change. 
For the way I handle, I always 
commit the dog (send the dog) to 
the obstacle with the arm and leg 
closest to them. In Figure 4, the 
blue dog is committed to jump #3 
and H1 uses their left arm to send 
the dog on the path to hoop #6 as 
shown by the yellow dog.  As the 
dog commits to this hoop (pink 
dog) notice that the dog is now 

on the H3 handler’s right side, so the handler now switches to their right arm to support the 
path to #7 and #8.

Going back to figure 2, while the dog is in the tunnel, the handler takes advantage of 
the opportunity to get off the gamble line so that they can push on the path into the closing 
sequence. Tip: Keep pressure on the path with your arm, upper body and hips as best you 
can until your dog completes the last obstacle, even if the gamble line prevents you from 
moving exactly toward the key pressure points. It isn’t over till its over, as they say.

Training Tips

Here are the tips that I think are most important for giving you the tools to handle 
Chances puzzles.
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Teach your dog what it looks like when you are sending them ahead to an obstacle.

First, if you are going to use pressure to support the path and put obstacles in your 
dog’s way that they are to take – then isolate that part of the communication process and 
teach that. I use a single jump to work on this skill.  As a handler, my job is to be very diligent 
about identifying the ½ way point on the ideal path to the obstacle between my dog and the 
jump – and to direct my pressure at that point as exactly as I can. A common handling 
mistake is when the handler’s lead foot rotates away from this point and toward the jump 
itself causing the legs, hips and often upper body to turn with it. Tip: Freeze and make sure 
that your lead foot is pointing at the ½ way point on the path to keep your support of the 
path unambiguous. 

Figure 5 shows the basic steps in this training process. Starting close to your dog, and 
with your dog close to the jump, just show them what it looks like when you are giving them 
permission to drive ahead and take a jump. Reward your dog beyond the jump and before 
they look back or turn into you. Depending on your aspirations in this game, you’ll 
eventually want to be able to send your dog at least the spacing between two jumps ahead of 
you (20-21 feet). Tip: increase this distance slowly so that you can send your dog with a single 
step with your lead leg without having to back it up with multiple extra steps and remember 
to hold your acceleration cue – don’t rock back or take pressure off the path prematurely. 
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Having said that, if you see 
your dog begin to cave in off 
the ideal path to the jump- 
follow through with 
additional steps toward the 
original pressure point until 
you see the dog respond to 
that pressure – then reward 
them for reading you 
correctly. I think this is very 

important because I want the dog to learn to respond to the first application of pressure as a 
predictor of however much pressure is required to commit them to the next obstacle. In this 
way, you can manage the dog’s path from a significant distance with just a step or two. 

Then for step 2, working close to your dog and with your dog relatively close to the 
jump (well within their comfort range), and from both sides, show them what it will look like 
when you are in various locations and giving them permission to get the jump. In Step 3, 
begin to move farther away from your dog from a variety of angles. Note that your dog’s 
path is not yet bending away to get the jump – but because they are looking to you, they are 
turning their head away to do so.  Finally in step 4, begin to position your dog so they need 
to look away and also move away to get the jump.

Practice moving between pressure points

When both you and your dog are comfortable with these skills, practice moving 
between pressure points fluidly. As your dog takes your cue and commits to each jump, 
begin working the next point. Because your dog will want to know where they are going no 
later than the apex over a jump, a good approximation of the ½ way point between your dog 
and the next obstacle is to work the ½ way point between the obstacles themselves.  Tip: Be 
cautious of over rotating your shoulders and feet as you move through turns. Your dog has a 
long way to go and you have very little. Also think about walking rather than sprinting 
through these exercises – this will enable you to maintain some lateral distance while still 
giving consistent acceleration and deceleration cues. Finally, don’t give up on your support of 
the path until your dog is either committed to the obstacle or shows that they feel the 
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pressure (even if that means you end up crossing behind them). Your dog will not trust your 
support of the path at large distances if you give a cursory step and then turn away or come 
to a dead stop.

The reason that I don’t practice these skills first with tunnels or contacts is that they can 
sometimes mask the dog’s understanding of your cues and often you can give ambiguous or 
even conflicting cues and still end up a with a dog committed to an obstacle. This can mask 
your understanding of what you are doing. However, when you can control the path well to 
jumps and hoops, take these same skills to other obstacles and obstacle discrimination tests.

Remember to reinforce the behaviors you want from your dog. For example, placing the 
reward in flow is a good idea when building the dog’s understanding of working away. 
Rewarding back at your side would tend to create a scalloped shaped path where the dog 
moves away and anticipates coming in and then is redirected out again.

Turning the dog away

Another good category of skills to practice for Chances courses is how to turn your dog 
away. Figure 7 illustrates 3 basic exercise configurations that enable you to work on these 
skills, although there are many variations. Remember that tunnels can tend to mask how well 
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you are communicating with the dog so replacing them with jumps or hoops is a very good 
idea.

In the first example, handler H1 simply sends the dog over jump #1 away from the 
tunnel and uses a front cross to send them to #2 off their right. This set up enables you to 
practice turning the dog both directions into the tunnel. Over time the handler moves farther 
forward (position H2… position H3) but gives the same turn cue to the dog. The dog should 
continue to turn tight over the jump in an efficient line to the tunnel. The timing of the 
handler rotation should be the same regardless of position with respect to the jump. The 
handler should practice holding support for the tunnel after their rotation and not allow the 
dog to go get #2 without their endorsement, even if the handler is not running to the entrance 
of the tunnel but handling from a distance.

In the second example, handler H4 is working on a simple rear cross between jump #1 
and the tunnel entrance, however the handler is simply planning their use of the available 
real estate so that even though they are pushing up behind the dog, they end up farther away 
from the dog after the cross than they started. The handler can incrementally move the jump 
farther away from the tunnel so that the dog and handler can develop the skill of using rear 
crosses to generate distance between themselves.

In the third example, handler H5 is leveraging the turn away to work on another skill. 
After the dog is in the tunnel, they use a front cross to turn the dog back over the jump and 
then back into the tunnel again.  Keeping their dog on their right as the dog exits the tunnel 
and then delaying their front cross rotation (H6) will draw the dog out and enable the 
handler to set a line across the jump that starts the sequence again. The dog will turn when 
the handler turns and learning to time your rotation when your dog is on the approach angle 
you want to the jump is a very handy skill to have. 

Isolating these skills on simple sequences will improve your skills much faster than 
simply running Chances courses. You can also use verbal directionals in this process as well 
and in previous articles I mentioned how I use them. Just be careful to make sure that your 
verbal commands do not defocus you on what you are doing physically so you can be sure 
your physical cues are deliberate and consistent.

Using training aides

There have been a number of good articles already written about using training aides 
(for example, see Susan Perry’s “Cutting the cord” series) such as gates, hoops and targets to 
help your dog understand what you want them to do when you give them the cues you 
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intend to use on course. My only recommendation would be to remind you that your dog can 
not begin to respond consistently to your cues until you become consistent in giving them.  
Rather than focusing on what the dog needs to learn, focus on what you need to learn first, 
then find the simplest scenario where your dog can learn the basics of their behavior, put it 
on a cue that you are already good at giving and then add distance, speed and complexity to 
the equation. 

Remember that if you are at all confused about how to proceed, just take the behaviors 
away from the equipment and agility context and teach a household behavior that is similar 
to what you would like to see on course. For example, you can teach your dog to go to their 
crate from the back side of it so they have to run around the side to get in and in the process 
read your push out cue to find it going to the right and the left. Or you can teach your dog to 
go out around a kitchen island or go out around two chairs clumped together and then work 
on them staying out as you begin to separate the chairs farther and farther apart.

Obstacle Discrimination

Because you are guaranteed to encounter obstacle discriminations on course it is wise to 
make these skills a priority. In Chances courses you will encounter the typical contact/tunnel 
or tunnel/jump types of discriminations, but you will also encounter discriminations 
between “like” obstacles (hoop/hoop, jump/jump etc.). 

My best advice here is to set a path that eliminates the discrimination entirely if you 
can. Figure 8 illustrates some basic concepts and exercises to get you started, and again, there 
have been many great articles written in more detail to help you develop these skills.

In the first exercise, the handler is working on influencing the path by influencing how 
the dog jumps rather than trying to bend the path after the fact. In this example, the handler 
has an “out” command and uses it to tell the dog to jump away from the handler  (“jump-
out”) instead of using it to send the dog out to the tunnel (“out tunnel”). There are many 
other options as well, for example your system might support using verbal directionals 
(“jump-left”) or serpentine handling (using the off hand to commit the dog to the jump so 
they can anticipate the turn away when you switch lead hands).

In the next exercise, the handler is just applying their normal support of the dog’s path 
to a scenario where there is a choice between two jumps. Whenever you present a choice to a 
dog it strengthens your and their understanding of the communication between you. Tip: 
using like obstacles in your discrimination training will tend to make sure that your dog can 
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discriminate between your cues that send them to each, rather than discriminate between the 
obstacles themselves which is a handy skill to have. 

The last exercise, reminds you to practice pulling on the path as well so you don’t 
inadvertently teach your dog to always take the obstacle farthest from you. Working a 
discrimination between tunnel entrances also removes any bias that you or the dog might 
have which can sometimes mask the accuracy of your handling and the dog’s response (for 
example, a dog who has been highly reinforced for contact performance may choose a contact 
obstacle by habit, assumption, or history and not via your real-time cues). 

Adding these skills in addition to practicing dissimilar obstacles can help make sure 
you know what is influencing your dog’s decision making. 

Wrapping up

The NADAC game of Chances begins at a novice level with a focus on solid 
independent obstacle performance and progresses to challenging communication puzzles 
executed at a distance. The strategy portion of the game is figuring out how to cue your dog 
without creating ambiguities in how you would handle the dog when not constrained by 
space.  The basic principles of managing the dog’s path, using real estate wisely, using 
deliberate acceleration and deceleration cues, and controlling jump trajectories etc. are exactly 
the same as any other course, but with the added fun of doing so with a limited area to work 
in.
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Andrea is a professional trainer, consultant and coach who takes great pleasure in 
helping her students, both in Seattle and elsewhere, enjoy their dog, training, agility and 
success, probably in that order. She can be reached at www.agilityflix.net, where you can 
check out her training products and services and of course brags about her own dogs. She 
would welcome any thoughts you might have on these articles.
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