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More Numbers

Back in November  I wrote abou t  t he  qualifying ra tes  in Novice A. My theory at  t he  
time was t ha t  Novice A scores  would  be less  influenced  by skilled ha n dlers  and  would  
be m ore  likely to  s how breed  differences, if any existed. Those differences  were t here, 
bu t  t hey were no t  t ha t  large, leading me  to  believe t ha t  obedience is “doable” by m os t  
breeds. At t he  end  of tha t  a r ticle I offered  my da ta  to  anyone interes ted, an d  
p ro mised  to  revisit  t he  topic if t here was interes t. To take t he  las t  of t hose  firs t, t here 
definitely was interes t  – I got  qui te  a  few res ponses  an d  com men ts. As to  t he  firs t  
one, I did  have a  couple of readers  ask to  see my da ta. One of t hose  people was so  
interes ted  t ha t  by the  time we were done s he  ha d  got ten  jus t  abou t  all t he  qualifying 
score da ta  I have an d  she  ha d  crunched, sliced  and  diced  those n u m bers  in ways I ha d  
never  t hought  of. 

My n u m ber  crunching wizard  is Marilyn Cherry. Having p u t  a  UD on  her  Novice A dog 
in Canada before m oving to  Oregon, Marilyn is cur ren tly t raining Java, an  Aussie. 
(Hmm m m... I wonder  if we can  find  s ta tis tics to  p rove tha t  Aussie owners  are 
s mar ter? Nah... be t ter  no t  go there.) Professionally, Marilyn describes  her self as  “a 
fores t  geneticist  a t  Oregon  State Universi ty, who plays with  n u m bers  fro m  time to  
time.” I get  t he  feeling this  is like saying tha t  a  research  che mist  “occasionally works  
in a  lab,” bu t  I p ro mised  no t  to  go on  abou t  it, so  enough  said. She also called  in t he  
exper tise of Manuela Huso, a  consulting s ta tis tician with  t he  Dept. of Fores t  Science a t  
OSU. In doing so, Marilyn discovered  the  sa me thing I ha d  – explaining obedience 
scoring to  so meone u nfa miliar  with  it is way har der  t han  it looks.

After several emails, Marilyn and  I ha d  figured  ou t  what  we wan ted  to  do. I did  t he  
da tabase p rogra m ming to  extract  t he  average qualifying score in every class  for  every 
dog tha t  qualified  fro m  2000 th rough  2003 and  poured  tha t  freshly scrubbed  da ta  
into files. After I ha d  do ne  tha t  (which I refer red  to  as  “the easy par t”) I e mailed  t he  
files  to  Marilyn for so me serious  n u m ber  crunching (“the har d  par t”).

The m ain  se t  of da ta  we u sed  consis ted  of each  dog's  average qualifying score for  
each  class  for  breeds  where t here were a t  leas t  20  dogs  in each  class,with  a  very few 
ou tliers  discarded. There were 21  breeds  with  a t  leas t  20  dogs  qualifying in all 6  
classes  for  t he  years  2000 - 2003. We used  the  average score for  each  dog as  our  
s tar ting poin t  to  minimize t he  effect  showing m ore  frequen tly migh t  have on  the  
averages. For full de tails of t he  analysis, see t he  explanation  a t  t he  end  of t his  ar ticle.

We were interes ted  in seeing if we could  get  any m ore  insight  into t he  breed  ap titu de  
vs. han dler  skill issues  t ha t  I raised  in my firs t  a r ticle. We decided  to  look a t  
qualifying scores  in all classes  – if breed  is t he  m ain  factor  in de ter mining obedience 
perfor mance the  s p read  between breeds  should  s tay fairly consis ten t. On the  o ther  
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han d, if o ther  factors  are  a t  work, like han dler skill and  the  ring experience of the  
dog, for  exam ple, we should  see so me variations  in t he  s p read, depending on  the  
na tu re  of each  class.

After t he  n u m bers  were crunched  we were awash  in tables, char t s  and  graphs. Since I 
doub t  t ha t  Bob Jr. is interes ted  in p ublishing a  second  volume of Front and  Finish jus t  
to  hold  all of our  graphs  and  tables I'm going to  focus  on  jus t  a  couple of t hings, bu t  
if you're  interes ted  a  m uch  m ore  com plete  se t  of tables and  graphs  is available online 
– see t he  second  no te  a t  t he  end  of t he  ar ticle. 

First, for  t hose of you who enjoy colu m ns  of nu m bers, let's  look a t  t he  average 
qualifying scores  for  each  breed  and  each  class:
 

Average scores  per  breed  with  a t  leas t  20  dogs in each  class  in 2000 - 2003

Breed NA NB OA OB UA UB Overall

Border  Collie 185.99 190.39 190.83 193.87 188.66 191.60 190.62

Miniatu re Poodle 187.55 189.25 189.17 192.93 186.70 190.92 190.31

Golden  Retriever 185.28 188.51 189.03 193.08 187.12 190.66 188.88

Belgian Tervuren 185.16 187.76 188.10 191.76 185.90 189.66 188.10

Papillon 185.51 186.76 189.00 191.66 185.67 189.56 187.77

Shetland  Sheepdog 185.32 186.92 188.57 191.73 185.46 188.40 187.66

Miniatu re Schnau zer 184.95 186.91 188.14 190.57 186.53 188.72 187.45
Australian  Shepher d 185.11 187.06 187.47 191.17 185.83 187.36 186.95

Dober man  Pinscher 184.86 186.73 186.92 190.78 184.26 188.62 186.66

Standar d  Poodle 184.39 185.91 186.83 190.72 185.59 186.72 186.59

Cocker Spaniel 185.15 185.91 187.46 189.99 183.83 188.37 186.43
English  Springer  
Spaniel 183.69 186.25 187.72 189.80 184.82 188.19 186.35

Flatcoat 184.72 186.30 186.21 191.14 183.13 187.75 186.25

Labrador  Retriever 184.48 185.38 186.53 190.37 184.85 187.31 185.89
Pembroke Welsh 
Corgi 184.25 185.41 186.76 188.98 184.67 187.51 185.88
Ger man  Shepherd  
Dog 184.16 186.05 186.72 189.79 183.09 186.75 185.80

Dalmatian 183.59 185.30 187.19 188.08 183.97 187.36 185.75

Vizsla 183.96 185.33 186.71 191.24 183.38 187.67 185.65

Rottweiler 184.11 184.77 187.13 190.16 184.35 187.45 185.54
Collie 183.50 185.18 186.59 187.99 182.65 182.70 185.09
Boxer 182.39 184.27 185.52 188.78 183.32 183.37 184.22
OVERALL 184.70 186.80 187.84 191.62 185.52 189.07 187.22

That' s  qui te a  list  of  n u m bers  an d  as  you s tare a t  t he m  a few pa t terns  s tar t  to  e merge: 
firs t, t he  s p read  between the  high  an d  low average scores  is not  large, u s ually 6  



point s  or  less; second, t he  s p read  be tween high  an d  low is t he  s malles t  in Novice A 
(about  5  poin t s), s t ays aroun d  6  poin ts  for  t he  next  4  classes  and  then  bounces  u p  to  
over 8  poin t s  in UB; finally, in t he  t h ree highes t  classes  t here is a  definite skew of t he  
scores  towar d  the  top  – t ha t  is, t he  averages  are  closer  to  the  top  scores  t han  the  
bot to m. 

To m ake things  clearer, it helps  to  look a t  t he  dis t ributions  for  t he  6  m os t  po p ular  
breeds  in obedience, each  with  m ore  t han  2000 dogs qualifying in t he  4  year pe riod  
fro m  2000 - 2003, and  with  jus t  over  20,000 dogs  to tal for t he  sa me period. These six 
breeds, Border  Collies, Goldens, Shelties, Aussies, Labs an d  GSD's, all have their  
claims  to  being intelligent, har dworking and  t rainable breeds, yet t he  dis t ribu tion  of 
t heir scores, as  s hown in t he  graph  below, is revealing.

Novice A shows a very  tight  pa t tern, with  all 6  breeds  averaging inside a  2  poin t  
s p read. That  clearly s u p por t s  my  p revious  argu ment  t ha t  han dlers  and  dogs s tar t  ou t  
in Novice A on  a p re t ty even  footing. After  my las t  a r ticle on  the  s ubject  I did  hear  t he  
reasoning tha t  Novice was too  easy a  class  to  p rove tha t  ha n dler  skill played  a real 
par t  in scores. (Funny, it su re see me d  har d  enough  a t  t he  time...) People argued  tha t  
Novice is so  easy tha t  virtually any dog can  do  it and  it' s  no t  t ha t  ha r d  to  t rain  a  dog 
for  t ha t  level.  If t ha t  were t he  case, t hen  you would  expect  Novice B to  s how the  sa me 
tight  pa t tern  as  Novice A, bu t  with  t he  scores  m uch  higher. In fact, Novice B s hows 
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quite  a  s p read, almos t  3  times  t he  range of NA. The breeds  are t he  sa me, t he  exercises  
are t he  sa me, so  t ha t  leaves us  with  one  difference – t he  han dlers. And  as  it hap pens  
Novice B is t he  one  class  where so meone who m ay have p u t  only one CD on  a dog 
com petes  with  OTCH han dlers, m a ny of who m  are s howing Goldens  and  BC's.  

In Open A the  s p read  tightens  only a  bit, reflecting the  fact  t ha t  OA has  so me very 
exper t  com petitors  who haven' t  had  a  dog achieve an  OTCH, as  well as  exhibitors  
fresh  fro m  Novice A. Open  B s hows a m uch  nar rower s p read, and  I would  argue tha t  
t his  is also a  function  of quality of han dler  – all OB tea ms  have a  fair a moun t  of 
experience and  the  com peti tive na tu re of t he  class  discourages  casual dabbling. 

Utility A again s hows a wide s p read, an d  tha t  does n' t  su r p rise m e, given the  wide 
range of skill levels one  sees  t here. Heck, having su rvived  it, nothing much could 
s u r p rise me  abou t  UA. Utility B tightens  u p  a  bi t  again, bu t  with  t he  two top  breeds  
keeping their lead  on  the  res t  of t he  pack.

There is one  fur ther  de tail you should  know. While less  t han  one  third  (27%) of t he  
Novice A dogs in t his  six breed  group  are Border  Collies an d  Goldens, t hey accoun t  
for  m ore  t han  40% of t he  dogs  in Open A and  Utility A an d  m ore  t han  half  of t he  dogs  
in Open B and  Utility B. Yep. The higher  you go, t he  m ore  likely you are to  be showing 
one of t hose two breeds.  

Yet it's  ha r d  to  asser t  t ha t  any of t hese six breeds  have any disadvan tage when  it 
comes  to  obedience in te r ms  of size, intelligence, s ta mina, whatever. Lower scores  or  
no t, Labrador  re t rievers  are  arguably t he  do minan t  service dog in t his  coun t ry today, 
an d  it' s  not  jus t  because t hey're easy going. Likewise, Ger man  shepher ds  m ay no  
longer  be considered  an  “obedience breed”, bu t  it' s  easy to  find  K9 t rainers  and  
officers  across  t he  coun t ry who can' t  s top  singing their p raises  for  intelligence an d  
t rainability.

So how would  I explain t hese  results? Breed  m ay accoun t  for  so me of t he  differences  
overall. There are defini tely breeds  with  t raits, s uch  as  size, te m pera ment, d rive, e tc. 
t ha t  m ake t raining an d  com peting m ore  challenging. However, for  t he  m ajority of 
breeds  I doub t  t ha t ' s  t he  m ain  reason. My explanation  comes  down to  t he  following:

● For wha tever reason  m a ny top  t rainers  cur ren tly s how Border  Collies or  Goldens. I 
t hink Helen Phillips  in t he  February issue gave a  very convincing reason  – it 's  m ore 
satisfying to  t rain  a  breed  tha t  see ms  to  enjoy wha t  you enjoy. I would  also argue 
tha t  s uccess  a t t racts  imita tion. If you see a  bunch  of people consis ten tly winning 
with  Goldens, a  Golden is going to  look migh ty appealing when  looking for an  
obedience p ros pect.

● The bes t  t rainers  are  t he  bes t  pa r tly because  t hey're good  a t  adap ting their t raining 
to  t he  par ticular  characteris tics of t heir  dogs. So the  me tho ds  t ha t  t he  top  ha n dlers  
teach  (and  the  res t  of u s  em ulate) will ten d  to  be t he  ones  t ha t  work bes t  with  t heir 
breeds. Copying the  me thods  t ha t  work brillian tly with  a  Border  Collie m ay or  m ay 
no t  m aximize t he  perfor mance of a  Boxer, for  exa m ple.



● Finally, since our  da ta  only coun t s  qualifying scores  (we did  no t  have access  to  
failure ra te  da ta, which might  have told  t he  s tory differently), we miss  t he  fact  t ha t  
top  ha n dlers  in t he  “B” classes  will of ten  choose to  NQ ra ther  t han  take a  low score, 
p referring to  give an  ext ra  com ma n d  or  o therwise work on  a  p roblem  in t he  ring. 
This app roach  increases  t he  chance for a  be t ter  score in t he  fu tu re and  since no  
score is recorded  it m akes  t he  dog's  average qualifying score higher. On the  other  
han d, less  skilled  tea m s  (Molly and  I come to  min d  as  p rime exam ples), who are 
jus t  looking for  Q's or  double Q's, will hang on  for  dear  life, no  m a t ter  what   t he  
score, an d  the  dog's  average score will s how it. 

It see ms  to  me  tha t  t hese  factors, and  p robably so me o thers  I haven' t  me n tioned, 
reinforce each  o ther  in a  positive feedback loop  or  “virtuous  circle” t ha t ' s  p robably as  
powerful as  any breed  characteris tic. In o ther  wor ds, take so me great  dogs, give t he m  
to  so me great  t rainers  with  excellent  me t hods  and  the  confidence to  NQ an d  work in 
t he  ring if t hey hi t  a  p roble m, an d  you're  likely to  get  resul ts  so  good  tha t  people will 
imita te t he m, which feeds  t he  p rocess  so me  m ore, and  so  on. Jus t  as  it is almos t  
everywhere else, t he  a t ti tude  an d  skill of  t he  people involved  is one  of t he  biggest  
factors  in de ter mining s uccess.

Again, if you have any thought s  or  ques tions  on  the  subject  e mail t he m  in. I wan t  to  
t hank Marilyn again for  t he  gus to  with  which s he  a t tacked  my m o u ntain  of da ta  and  
her  reasonableness  as  we ba t ted  aroun d  ideas. I need  to  warn  you all – we have 
ano ther  nu m ber  crunching escapade in t he  works  as  soon  as  we can  p ull t he  da ta  
together. We'll be back....

Note 1: Analysis  de tails: Any score m ore  t han  3  s tandar d  deviations  fro m  a breed’s 
mean  qualifying (Q) score was re moved. Fortuna tely, t here was no t  one  case where 
high scores  were re moved  an d  there were only a  few low scores  aroun d  170 -  172 
tha t  needed  to  be re moved  fro m  a very few breeds.  Scores  fro m  the  NA, NB, an d  OA 
classes  were all p re t ty well nor mally dis t ributed   (tha t  is, you  get  a  nice bell - s ha pe d  
curve with  t he  breed  mean  Q score ap proximately a t  t he  mid dle) in t he  possible Q 
range of 170 and  200, while for  t he  OB, UA, an d  UB classes, t he  Q score dis t ribu tion  
was skewed  toward  the  u p per  score range. For all analyses, Q scores  were 
significantly different  between breeds. Analysis  u sed  a  mixed - m o del analysis with  a  
Tukey - Kramer  com parison  of leas t - square  means  (whew! tha t’s a  m o u t hful!) bo th  of 
which adjus t  for  t he  u nequal sa m ple size  of differen t  breeds. Please e mail m e  a t  t he  
add ress  above if you have any ques tions  and  Marilyn or  I will t ry to  answer.

Note 2: Scores  and Graphs: Fuller lis tings  of breed  average scores  an d  plots  of 
analysis can  be foun d  online on  the  Front and  Finish  web site  a t  
h t t p: / / www.frontan dfinish.com  (search  the  library for  's ta tis tics') o r  a t  
h t t p: / / s t a t s.dogsin motion.com.


