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INTRODUCTION

The English Springer Spaniel Field Trial Association 
(ESSFTA) Blue Book exists to preserve and promote the 
standards of excellence that define English Springer 
Spaniel field trials. It is both a guide and a safeguard—
outlining procedures, clarifying responsibilities, and 
upholding the integrity of our sport through consistent 
expectations.

This is not a rulebook. Rather, it is a companion to the 
AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels, 
offering context, insight, and best practices learned 
from decades of experience. Within these pages, you 
will find the practical wisdom of those who have walked 
the course in every role—from judge to marshal, trial 
chairman to apprentice. Each section reflects not only 
what must be done, but how and why it should be done 
well.

Judging is at the heart of this book. To judge well 
is to respect the sport, the handlers, the dogs, and 
the tradition. A sound judge must possess more 
than knowledge of the rules; they must carry a deep 
understanding of scent, terrain, and bird behavior. They 
must be attentive to the wind, to the subtle signs of a 
dog working scent, and to the natural flow of the course. 
Above all, they must be fair, clear-eyed, and entirely 
impartial—giving credit where it is due and penalizing 
only where necessary, based solely on what unfolds 
before them in real time.
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The English Springer Spaniel is a working dog—athletic, 
biddable, and driven by its nose. Our field trials exist to 
evaluate these qualities in conditions that mirror the 
hunt. As judges and trial stewards, we are entrusted with 
protecting that purpose. This Blue Book is offered in 
service of that trust.

Let us approach each trial with clarity, consistency, and 
respect—for the dogs, for one another, and for the sport 
that unites us.
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HISTORY OF THE 
BLUE BOOK

The Blue Book traces its origins to a resolution adopted 
at the Annual Meeting of the English Springer Spaniel 
Field Trial Association in New York on February 14, 1950. 
At that time, the Association authorized the development 
of a booklet intended to clarify procedures and promote 
uniformity in the judging of spaniel field trials.

Following two years of careful study, a Special Committee 
presented its preliminary report at the 1952 Annual 
Meeting, after which it was published in booklet form. 
The document was subsequently revised and reprinted in 
1963 under the leadership of Robert McLean (Chairman), 
with committee members Robert C. Bishop, James R. 
Dodson, B.F. Genty, and Richard H. Migel. That committee 
strongly encouraged all participants—judges, handlers, 
and observers alike—to remain familiar with the Field Trial 
Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels, which serves 
as the governing authority for the sport.

As emphasized in its earliest editions, the material 
contained within this booklet is not official regulation, but 
explanatory guidance. It reflects the considered judgment 
and experience of respected members of the field trial 
community and is intended to assist in the consistent and 
fair application of the rules.

The Blue Book was again revised in November 2013 prior 
to reprinting. That edition aligned with the September 
2012 revision of the American Kennel Club rules and 
reaffirmed the importance of familiarity with both this 
guide and the official AKC regulations for all who judge or 
participate in field trials.

The 2013 revision was conducted by a dedicated 
committee consisting of Bob Iversen (Chair), Janet 
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Christensen, and Beverly Matthews, whose efforts ensured 
the continued relevance of the Blue Book for its time.

The present edition represents the most comprehensive 
update since 2013. This revision was initiated in the 
summer of 2025 and concluded in the late spring of 2026, 
following countless hours dedicated to the careful review, 
discussion, and refinement of each section.

This effort reflects a significant investment of time 
and dedication by the committee, as well as a shared 
commitment to see the work through to completion. The 
result is a document that modernizes language, improves 
clarity, and reinforces consistency—while preserving the 
standards and traditions that define English Springer 
Spaniel field trials.

The current Blue Book aligns with the AKC Field Trial 
Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels, amended to 
August 2017 and published by the American Kennel Club, 
including the green insert effective January 1, 2026.

Above all, this revision stands as a reflection of the 
committee’s deep respect for the sport, their stewardship 
of its standards, and their commitment to ensuring that 
those standards are carried forward with clarity, fairness, 
and integrity.

BLUE BOOK COMMITTEE (2026 REVISION)
Holly Boggess, Chair 
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Dan Murray

Dean Koehler
Mark Gebert
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MUST-HAVE PERSONALITY 
TRAITS FOR FIELD TRIAL JUDGES

Integrity
The cornerstone of good judging. Be honest, impartial, 
and consistent in every decision. Don’t be swayed by 
popularity, pressure, or past performance—judge what 
happens in front of you, not what you expect to see.

Fairness
Every dog deserves the same opportunity, whether it’s dog 
#1 or dog #41. Be open-minded and set aside personal 
bias or breed preferences. Apply the same standard 
across all dogs and all series.

Decisiveness
Make informed judgments with confidence—and stick to 
them. Wavering, overthinking, or second-guessing erodes 
confidence in the process.

Focus and Observation
Great judges don’t blink. Watch every beat, every fall, 
every retrieve. Notice the subtle differences: how a dog 
uses the wind, handles cover, marks a fall, or tackles a 
runner.

Calm Under Pressure
Trials can bring long days, missed birds, handler disputes, 
weather delays, and gun failures. Stay composed, flexible, 
and solution-oriented without letting stress cloud your 
judgment.

Clear Communicator
Be respectful, direct, and concise with handlers, guns, and 
co-judges. Good judges project quiet authority explaining 
when needed, but never grandstanding.

1
2
3
4

5

6
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Open-Mindedness
Be willing to learn, evolve, and discuss decisions with your 
co-judge. Avoid rigid thinking—every stake and every 
course brings new challenges.

Leadership and Presence
Your demeanor sets the tone for the field. Carry yourself 
with quiet confidence and professionalism. Show respect 
for the handlers, the dogs, and the sport itself.

Humility
Judging is an honor—not a platform for ego. Accept 
feedback, admit when you’re unsure, and defer when 
needed. Learn from every stake.

Passion for the Breed and the Sport
The best judges care deeply about the dogs, the handlers, 
and the long-term health of the sport. Let that passion 
guide your preparation, decisions, and your commitment 
to fairness.

Resilience
Judging field trials is a tough seat to sit in. No matter how 
fair and consistent your calls, someone will think you 
missed something, or didn’t see it the way they did. That’s 
the nature of the job.

7
8
9
10

11
A judge must carry themselves with quiet confidence, knowing their 
decisions were made on what they observed in the moment, and with 
the best interest of the sport in mind. Criticism—whether whispered 
at the tailgate or spoken to your face—comes with the territory. The 
measure of a good judge is not whether they avoid criticism, but how 
they stand steady in the face of it.

Resilience means you don’t take the chatter personally, you don’t get 
defensive, and you don’t second-guess yourself after the fact. You walk 
off the grounds with your head up, knowing you gave the dogs and 
handlers a fair shake and upheld the standards of the game. That is 
what the sport demands of you.
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PUBLICATIONS GOVERNING AND 
GUIDING SPANIEL FIELD TRIALS

 
The conduct of spaniel field trials is governed by the 
official regulations of the American Kennel Club, as 
published in The American Kennel Club’s Field Trial Rules and 
Standard Procedure for Spaniels.

This publication contains two integrated components. 
The first consists of the General and Special Rules of the 
American Kennel Club (pages 1–27 in the current edition), 
which establish the formal requirements and regulatory 
framework of the sport. The second component, the 
Standard Procedure for Spaniel Field Trials (beginning 
on page 28), defines how those rules are to be applied in 
the field. Together, these sections form the complete and 
binding rules under which all licensed trials are conducted.

In addition to these regulations, The Conduct and Judging 
of Spaniel Field Trials (Blue Book) serves as an advisory and 
interpretive guide. While it does not supersede or replace 
AKC rules, it provides practical insight, clarification, and 
consistency in the application of those rules, as informed 
by the experience and expectations of experienced field 
trial judges.

SECTION 1 GOVERNANCE AND CONDUCT 
OF THE FIELD TRIAL

JUDGES REQUIRED TO BE INFORMED
 
Judges as well as all other officials are required to be fully 
informed of these regulations. A careful reading will reveal 
many points not covered here and therefore each judge 
and contestant should be familiar with the regulations 
themselves and not depend on this outline which is of 
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necessity only the briefest summary of the important 
points. The difference between these sets of regulations is 
evidenced by their titles.  
 
A judge has the authority to remove from a stake 
any dog—or handler—that interferes with another 
competitor. Judges can also excuse dogs deemed unfit 
to compete. It defines the powers of the Field Trial 
Committee, provides the procedures in cases of protest, 
establishes the official stakes that may be held and 
defines eligibility for each. It defines how a dog shall 
become a Field Champion or Amateur Field Champion.

The Standard Procedure lays out how a spaniel is 
expected to perform, how judgments are to be made, 
and what qualities we are seeking in the field. While 
technically advisory, these standards form the foundation 
of how merit is evaluated. They represent decades of 
accumulated experience—some provisions tracing back to 
1924 or even earlier in English trialing tradition—and are 
essential to judging with consistency and integrity.

Judges should not rely on personal biases. They must be 
aligned with the rulebook and the principles it upholds. 
These standards are not suggestions; they are the 
tested and time-honored measure by which we judge 
excellence and safeguard the future of the breed. It is not 
enough to “know the rules”; one must internalize them—
understanding not just what they say, but why they say it. 
That is the responsibility of every judge entrusted with the 
privilege of evaluating our dogs in the field.

It is not enough to ‘know the rules’; one 
must internalize them—understanding 

not just what they say, but why they say it. 
That is the responsibility of every judge 

entrusted with the privilege of evaluating 
our dogs in the field.
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A judge’s decisions don’t just determine that 
day’s placements. They ripple forward—

shaping how dogs are valued, influencing 
future breeding, and helping steer the 

future of the breed itself.

EXPECTATIONS ALSO APPLY TO 
CONTESTANTS

Spaniel field trials in this country have always been built by 
amateurs—the owners, handlers, and often the trainers of 
the very dogs they bring to the line. Judges are drawn from 
this same group, asked to make honest calls based on the 
dogs they see in front of them that day. And more often 
than not, the next time out, today’s judge is back running a 
dog of their own.

In the early years, when trials were mostly regional, it was 
easier to sit down and talk about what mattered. Folks 
shared ideas about what made a great spaniel, hashed 
out differences, and built a common understanding. Even 
then, no two judges ever saw everything the same way, 
but there was a trust that everyone was trying to find the 
same core qualities. That trust—that shared vision—is just 
as critical now as it ever was.

The purpose of a spaniel field trial is to demonstrate the 
performance of a properly trained spaniel in the field, but it 
is also to determine the dog with the finest qualities among 
the group entered in each stake. 

A judge’s decisions don’t just determine that day’s 
placements. They ripple forward—shaping how dogs are 
valued, influencing future breeding, and helping steer the 
future of the breed itself.
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THE FIELD TRIAL COMMITTEE
When it comes to putting on a field trial, the responsibility 
falls on the Field Trial Committee. They’re the ones who 
handle the planning, the logistics, and all the moving parts 
that make the day run smoothly.

If a club isn’t a member of the American Kennel Club (AKC), 
they need to get written approval from their Parent Club 
and the AKC before locking in a date and location for the 
trial.

The Committee decides what stakes will be offered, what 
awards will be given, where the trial will be held, and how 
the birds will be secured. They set the entry fees and extend 
invitations to judges — who must be pre-approved by the 
AKC before any judging assignments are finalized. For 
licensed or member club trials, all of this information must 
also be included in the formal application to the AKC. 

The Committee also extends invitations to the official gun 
team.

Good trials don’t happen by accident — it’s the hard work of 
a strong Committee that keeps everything on track.

THE PREMIUM LIST AND CATALOG
It is the responsibility of each licensed or member field trial 
club to supply its own premium lists in an approved form 
after receiving approval from the AKC. The entry form when 
properly filled out and signed or electronically acknowledged 
by the owner or the owner’s agent and received by the Field 
Trial Secretary or Field Trial Secretary Agent before the 
specified closing date constitutes the entry.

There’s also an approved format for the trial catalog that 
the Field Trial Committee is expected to follow. Since the 
catalog, once completed and marked with absences and 
awards, becomes part of the official record filed with 
the AKC along with the judges’ certification page(s), it’s 
important that the details are accurate and complete.
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All documents concerning the trial (premium lists, catalogs, 
and judges’ books) must carry the AKC Number which is 
supplied by the AKC.

SUBSTITUTE JUDGES AND 
APPRENTICE CONSIDERATIONS

In the event that one or both of the judges as announced 
are unable to officiate, the American Kennel Club permits 
the substitution of an approved judge or judges. The Field 
Trial Committee may also appoint an additional judge or 
judges—provided they are available and in good standing 
with the AKC—should unforeseen circumstances arise 
that make such action necessary, such as an unavoidable 
shortage of time or a multiplicity of stakes. This authority, 
however, should be exercised sparingly, as any departure 
from the Premium List is generally undesirable and, in 
most cases, not permitted.

When an Apprentice Judge is in attendance and a 
substitution becomes necessary, the Field Trial Chair 
must obtain approval from the Field Vice President 
before allowing the Apprentice to continue in their role. 
Any substitute judge assigned should possess sufficient 
experience to serve as an effective teaching judge and 
should not be an individual under whom the Apprentice 
has previously trained, thereby preserving the breadth and 
integrity of the Apprentice’s development.

APPRENTICE CONSIDERATIONS 
WITH SUBSTITUTE JUDGES

In order to preserve the integrity of the Judges’ 
Apprenticeship Program and ensure consistency 
in training and evaluation, updated guidance was 
established following the 2025 ESSFTA Annual Meeting 
regarding the use of substitute judges when an 
apprentice is present. These provisions are intended to 
maintain the educational value of the assignment while 
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upholding proper oversight and fairness in the judging 
process. When a substitution becomes necessary, the 
following conditions shall apply:

 	 If an apprentice is attending a trial and a judge must 
be replaced, the Field Trial Chair must obtain approval 
from the Field Vice President for the apprentice to 
continue.

 	 The substitute judge should be qualified as a teaching 
judge, with sufficient experience across stakes.

 	 The substitute judge must not be one of the 
apprentice’s previously assigned teaching judges. 

Substitute judges may be appointed 
when necessary, but such changes should 

remain the rare exception—preserving 
both the integrity of the Premium List 
and the quality of Apprentice Judge 

development.

RESPONSIBILITY OF OFFICIALS
In all matters arising during a field trial, the decisions made 
by the Field Trial Committee present at the event are final 
and binding on all participants, in accordance with the rules 
of the American Kennel Club (AKC).

However, the responsibility for ensuring that the trial is 
conducted properly does not rest with the Committee 
alone. It is a shared obligation among the Field Trial 
Committee, the club officers, the judges, and all trial officials 
to see that every part of the event is carried out in full 
compliance with AKC regulations. Any failure to do so may 
result in disciplinary action.
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To uphold the integrity of the trial, all individuals involved 
in organizing and officiating should be familiar with the 
AKC’s publication, Guide for Field Trial and Hunting Test 
Committees in Dealing with Misconduct at Field Trials and 
Hunting Tests, available directly from the American Kennel 
Club.

It is advised that paper copies should be available at the 
trial.

AUTHORITY AND RESPONSIBILITY 
OF THE JUDGE

In all cases affecting the merits of the dogs, the judges’ 
decision is final. Full discretionary power is given to the 
judges to withhold any or all awards for want of merit. 
Occasionally, because of the lack of merit, judges have 
awarded no first in a stake carrying championship points 
though they have filled the balance of places in the stake. 
On at least one occasion no places at all were awarded in 
an important stake. Judges may call upon the Committee 
for as many series as seem to them necessary and may 
ask that such additional series be of such nature that 
they provide the information they need to arrive at their 
decision. 

Judges are empowered to turn out of any stake a dog 
that does not obey its handler or a handler who willfully 
interferes with another competitor or his dog and to 
exclude from competition any dog they may consider unfit 
to compete; including the duty to require the removal from 
the field trial grounds of bitches in heat and, of course, 
their exclusion from any stake.

Thus it will be seen that the authority of the judges is 
considerable and, in addition to rendering judgment, their 
responsibility is broad. Incidentally, they are required to 
reduce to writing, or see that the Field Trial Secretary does 
so, all of their awards, including Awards of Merit, Water 
Test Awards, and to sign each page of the placement pages 
of the official catalog certifying to those awards.
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The judge’s authority in the field is 
absolute—but it is matched by an equally 
great responsibility: to act with fairness, 
integrity, and unwavering commitment 
to the standards that define the sport.

 Judging carries significant authority—but it also demands 
fairness, integrity, and a clear commitment to upholding the 
standards of the sport.

PROCEDURE AT THE TRIAL
The spaniel field trial for at least the first two series 
(except in Puppy Stakes) is carried on by two dogs running 
simultaneously on parallel beats each under one of the 
two judges. The order of running is determined in advance 
by lot and should be adhered to as far as possible since 
thus the variations in terrain and cover are resolved to be a 
matter of fortune, not choice. 

The dogs are put down under the two judges in some 
regular order, such as numerical order to fill each vacancy 
as dogs are taken up by one or the other of the judges. 
Such procedure is usually determined by consultation 
between the judges and the head field marshal. It is 
undesirable to alter the order of running, thus determined, 
except when no other solution presents itself such as when 
one handler is performing on one beat and another dog 
of his is called up in order on the parallel beat. Dogs not 
in line when called may in the discretion of the judges be 
eliminated or run last in the stake.

At the conclusion of the first series each judge selects the 
dogs from among those who have performed under him 
that he considers worthy of continuing in the stake and 
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they are put down in sequence under the other judge. 
These procedures are followed through successive series 
until the judges are satisfied that they are prepared to 
make the awards. However, after each dog has been down 
separately under both judges, the latter may, if they desire, 
either continue to run the dogs on parallel beats or run 
one at a time on a single beat under the observation of 
both judges. This applies only to the third and successive 
series and is optional with the judges. To receive an award 
a dog must compete in all land series and the water series, 
if one is held.

In the National Championship Stake and the National 
Amateur Championship Stake it has been established that 
dogs should run on parallel beats for at least four series so 
that each dog is down twice under each judge.

THE STEWARD OF THE BEAT
The Steward of the Beat is responsible for managing the 
course and overseeing the placement of birds. Judges can 
expect the Steward to be cooperative and responsive to 
their requests, provided those requests are reasonable 
and within the steward’s authority to carry out. Good 
communication between judges and the Steward of the 
Beat helps ensure the course runs smoothly and fairly 
throughout the trial.

THE OFFICIAL GUNS
At today’s field trials, the shooting is handled by the official 
guns — typically three or four active gunners in the field, 
depending on the trial and the conditions. Most often, 
there are two outside guns and two center guns, working 
together to ensure the best opportunities to fairly test the 
dogs.

Each gun should move with the handler they’re supporting 
— stepping forward when the handler moves up, stopping 
when the handler stops — always keeping a safe position 
to take the shot without endangering the handler, the dog, 
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The strength of a field trial lies in 
teamwork—where stewards, guns, and 
judges move in sync, balancing safety, 

fairness, and precision to give every dog 
a true and worthy test.

the judges, or the gallery. The gun is, in effect, the handler’s 
right arm during a run, and good communication and field 
awareness are key.

Because of the cost of birds and the size of today’s entries, 
judges expect gunners to make the most of available shots. 
That’s where the two center guns come in. Their role is to 
take the opportunities that the outside guns can’t safely 
or easily cover, helping make sure birds are cleanly taken 
without disrupting the flow of the trial. On certain grounds 
where the course may split or widen, adjustments can be 
made to the gun setup at the judges’ discretion.

It’s the judges’ responsibility to oversee the conduct of 
the guns during the trial. They’ll give guidance as needed 
to make sure the shooting supports the fair testing of the 
dogs and maintains the highest standards of safety. Judges 
have every right to caution a gun who gets out of position, 
interferes with the running of the trial, or shoots in an 
unsafe manner. If necessary, a judge can request of the gun 
captain that a gun be relieved and replaced.

A good gun team not only helps produce the best possible 
trial but also ensures the safety and fairness that every 
competitor deserves.
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WHAT STANDARD OF JUDGMENT?
 
We’ve talked about the powers, duties, and responsibilities 
that come with judging a spaniel field trial. But just as 
important is knowing what standard of judgment to apply 
once you’re standing in the field. 
 
The clearest and most practical approach is to turn 
directly to the Standard Procedure and work through its 
principles, paragraph by paragraph. By doing so, judges 
can better understand the long-accepted interpretations 
and the customs that have guided the application of these 
standards over the years. 
 
Judging isn’t about personal style or preference; it’s about 
applying the standards fairly, consistently, and in a way that 
honors the spirit of the sport. Take the time to study the 
Standard Procedure closely, and lean on the experience 
that’s been built into it. That’s what keeps our judging—and 
our sport—strong.

Judging isn’t about personal style or 
preference; it’s about applying the 

standards fairly, consistently, and in a 
way that honors the spirit of the sport.
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SECTION 2 MASTERING THE STANDARD 
PROCEDURE IN SPANIEL FIELD TRIALS

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 
OF THE STANDARD PROCEDURE 

FOR SPANIEL FIELD TRIALS
In the following pages, the fifteen numbered Paragraphs 
printed in italics constitute the standard procedure for 
spaniel field trials which is a part of the “Registration and 
Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels” of 
the American Kennel Club.

PARAGRAPH 1 
A blaze orange outer garment or item of clothing 
shall be mandatory at all AKC member, licensed 
and sanctioned field trials (and Working Certificate 
Tests) for all persons in the gallery and in the field, 
including but not limited to handlers, owners, 
gunners, bird planters and stewards, Judges, club 
members, visitors, etc. The blaze orange item must 
be visible and be worn above the waist. As to how 
much orange is required, clubs should be guided 
by the hunting regulations of the state where the 
event is being held.

Source: Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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PARAGRAPH 2 
The purpose of a spaniel field trial is to 
demonstrate the performance of a properly trained 
spaniel in the field. The performance should not 
differ from that in any ordinary day’s shooting, 
except that in the trials a dog should do his work in 
a more nearly perfect way. 

Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

The above is not a complete statement since a trial has as 
well the very definite purpose of determining which are 
the better dogs among those entered in the event: which 
possess those qualities which will contribute most to the 
development of the breed.

QUALITIES OF A HUNTING SPANIEL
What then are the qualities to be emphasized?

A spaniel is a hunting dog who is also a retriever. His first 
job is to seek, find and flush game. This he should do with 
great desire, eagerness and the necessary drive. His second 
job is to bring the game to bag. Hence, he should be able to 
mark well the fall of game, to persevere on wounded game, 
and to retrieve promptly to hand. 

Thus hunting and game finding are his primary requisites. 
To do this within gun range is an absolute requirement. This 
and the change from a hunting dog to a retriever demands 
discipline of a high order. Hence, those qualities instilled by 
training – control, steadiness and responsiveness – are of 
great importance.

However, if hunting and game finding are primary, 
natural ability is clearly the most important quality 
– and this includes nose and brain – if the breed is going to 
improve. This plus training produces the capable dog.
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In a stake, judges, while seeking the information with which to 
make their placements, must balance all factors of differing 
terrain, varying cover and wind. It is a difficult job. There are 
judges who would like to reproduce as nearly as possible the 
same conditions and tests for each dog since that indeed 
would simplify their job. But this is in the nature of things 
impossible, and if attempted would result in artificial rather 
than natural conditions.

That said, the most essential attributes 
remain in the quest: hunting and game 
finding. A spaniel must work the cover in 
a manner that is productive and smart—
using his nose, adapting to wind conditions, 
and demonstrating the elusive quality we 
call “bird sense.” No level of training can 
substitute for this natural ability from 
finding, retrieving and delivery to hand. 

Let it be stated clearly: a spaniel may 
move with style, quarter with machine-like 
precision, and respond flawlessly to every 
command—but without the instinct and drive 
to find birds and bring them to hand, he is no 
true hunting spaniel. In this sport, brilliant 
flaws are far more valuable than perfect 
mediocrity.

If hunting and game finding are 
primary, natural ability is clearly the 

most important quality.
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THE PERFORMANCE BEFORE YOU

It therefore depends on the judges to make such 
comparisons as he can. He can judge only by what occurs 
before him on that day and under those conditions. He must 
obliterate from his mind all past performances, all factors 
of what might-have-been and base his decision on what he 
saw and can testify to in discussion with his fellow judge to 
whom he is beholden for a clear report.

He should not seek the advice of handlers or guns or 
others, but reach his conclusion solely on his own. A judge 
may ask a gun to indicate the point of fall of a bird, but he 
should be slow to accept the evidence of others on any 
questions such as whether a bird was a dead bird or a 
runner.

He is free to move to any position that he feels is warranted; 
he may, in his discretion, disregard any evidence not 
conclusive to him and proceed to a further test of the dog. 
It is, however, his own judgment and his duty to his fellow 
judge which must govern.

Ultimately, a judge’s responsibility is to use his own 
judgment, and to be prepared to explain and defend his 
decisions to his fellow judge. Integrity in the field starts with 
calling what you see — and nothing else.

SECOND AND OTHER SERIES
On the completion of the first series judges consult and 
each selects the dogs he wishes to bring back for a second 
series under the other judge. Dogs which have committed 
an unforgivable fault such as breaking or chasing are 
obviously out of consideration for any award and are, 
therefore, eliminated. If time permits and the number of 
spaniels are not too great, all can be brought back that have 
shown merit and have not disqualified themselves. When 
in doubt, it is not out of order to give the dog the benefit of 
that doubt since there will be opportunity to demonstrate 
ability or the lack of it in the next and if desired, subsequent 
series. 
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However, when the number of dogs is large, a more difficult 
problem arises, for both judges should insofar as possible, 
discuss and follow the same standards of selection. One 
should not condemn for the faults the other overlooks. 
There will be occasions when better performances seem to 
be all on one side and poorer performances occur under 
the other judge.

Under such conditions an unbalanced second series 
cannot be helped in a stake with a small entry, but with a 
large entry some equitable basis of selection can usually be 
agreed upon by the judges.

A judge must decide only by what occurs 
before him, free from past performances 

or outside influence. His duty is to rely on 
his own judgment, disregard inconclusive 
evidence, and stand ready to explain and 

defend his decision to his fellow judge. 
Integrity in the field begins with calling 

only what you see — and nothing else.

Owners have often come long distances, spent months in 
training their dogs and all have paid the same entry fee. 
It helps an owner to accept the result if his dog is given 
ample opportunity to demonstrate clearly, his good or weak 
qualities.

Nevertheless, it is better to spend the time testing 
thoroughly the abilities of the better dogs in successive 
series than to dwell overlong out of a kind heart on a dog 
that cannot possibly enter into the final placing.
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Fair judging balances time, distance, 
opportunity, and the welfare of the dog—not 

simply the number of retrieves.

BALANCING OF TIME AND 
DISTANCE

In this association it is to be noted that some judges feel 
equal opportunity has been given a series if, say, each dog 
has the opportunity to complete two retrieves. When a 
long, birdless beat is encountered, they may in this effort 
keep one dog down for a far greater time than the others 
and thus place a greater burden on his strength and 
ultimate performance in future series work.

Granted that under such circumstances the dog that 
keeps trying should receive credit therefore, it would be, 
nevertheless, better to attempt a balance of time and 
distance. Guns will miss, birds will flush back toward the 
gallery, and birds will run off the course. These troubles 
sometimes seem to happen all at once to the one poor 
victim of mischance. 

It is the judge’s responsibility to assess prevailing weather 
conditions and  consider the welfare of the dog in 
determining the standard requirements of the test are 
fairly and appropriately met.

A judge should bear in mind that there will be further 
opportunities to test the dog in later series when, because 
of the reduced number of dogs, each may be given more 
time and opportunities to display his capabilities.

Taking a dog up too quickly is another error into which 
judges occasionally fall. A dog may quickly demonstrate 
to a judge all the qualities he is looking for, have the 
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good fortune to promptly flush game and retrieve the 
fall. Nevertheless, it is well to carry on a ways to see if 
the ground work continues well and to study the dog’s 
responses. If this results in one or even more additional 
finds, the judge has additional evidence on which to base 
his judgment. At any moment suitable to the judge the 
testing may be ended by taking the dog up though it were 
better not to do so at a moment when the dog gives evidence 
that game is in the immediate vicinity.

THE ROLE OF A HUNTING SPANIEL
At its core, the job of a hunting spaniel is to seek, find, and 
flush game eagerly, briskly, and quietly. After the shot, the 
dog should mark the fall, retrieve promptly and tenderly to 
hand, and then hup (sit) until given further orders. 

Spaniels which bark and give tongue while questing are 
objectionable and should be severely penalized.

PARAGRAPH 3 
The function of a hunting spaniel is to seek, find 
and flush game in an eager, brisk, quiet manner 
and when game is shot, to mark the fall or 
direction thereof and retrieve to hand. The dog 
should walk at heel or on a leash until ordered to 
seek game and then should thoroughly hunt the 
designated cover, within gunshot, in line of quest, 
without unnecessarily covering the ground twice, 
and should flush game boldly and without urging. 
When game is flushed, a dog should be steady to 
flush or command, and, if game is shot should 
retrieve at command only, but not until the

Judge has instructed the handler. Dogs should 
retrieve quickly and briskly when ordered to do so 
and deliver tenderly to hand. They should then sit 
or “hup” until given further orders.

Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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THE ARTIFICIAL PATTERN
In modern field trials, an over-reliance on rigid quartering—
often referred to as the “windshield-wiper” pattern—has 
become a significant concern, regardless of topography. 
This method, characterized by symmetrical side-to-side 
sweeping and exact whistle response at the end of each 
beat, is sometimes mistaken for skillful handling. While 
such a pattern may be appropriate when it aligns with wind 
direction or field conditions, it should never become the 
default approach.

When each cast advances the dog only a few feet forward—
regardless of the wind, cover, or terrain—the result is 
a highly controlled but artificial pattern. Under these 
circumstances, a dog may flush birds simply by running 
past or into the bird (commonly referred to as a bumped 
bird) or by virtue of mechanical pattern rather than hunting 
instinct, offering limited evidence of true bird sense, 
scenting ability, or effective use of wind—all of which are 
far more meaningful measures of a dog’s natural hunting 
talents.

A spaniel’s worth lies not in perfect 
patterns, but in resourcefulness, bird 

sense, and the ability to hunt game under 
any cover. True natural ability is shown 

when a dog handles the ground with quiet 
confidence and little guidance—while 
heavy handling and constant direction 

reveal only weakness.
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It is the judge’s responsibility to discern the difference 
between a dog that is simply responding to commands and 
one that is actively hunting with purpose. The role of the 
judge is not to reward rote precision, but to identify and 
prioritize the natural abilities that define a superior bird 
dog. Judges must evaluate whether the dog is reading the 
wind, working with its handler, adjusting to the terrain, and 
showing a true desire to find game.  A clean pattern is not 
inherently wrong—but when it replaces adaptive, instinctive 
hunting, it falls short of the standard we strive to uphold in 
our sport.

NATURAL ABILITY
When terrain is irregular and there is much cover of varied 
character, there are frequent occasions when a dog and 
handler cannot see each other. Under such conditions the dog 
must be constantly relating himself to the handler. In addition 
he must work his cover out on a somewhat irregular pattern 
seeking always to pass downwind of likely cover in the line of 
quest. Resourcefulness in search is clearly more important 
than exactness in pattern.

For if it is the function of a spaniel to hunt out game, 
the manner in which he does should be directed to the 
finding of game rather than to pleasing the eye. In other 
words, the effectiveness of his search is a combination of 
thoroughness and bird sense rather than pattern, provided 
he does not neglect any area that might be productive.

Natural ability is demonstrated in a dog’s 
capacity to independently work varied 
terrain, maintain connection with the 
handler, and prioritize game-finding 

efficiency over rigid patterning.
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Judges will have to decide what they are looking for in a 
dog. Certainly one that can be effective only in one type of 
cover or the other is of less value than a dog that can take 
the terrain as it comes and solve all problems even when 
his handler can give him little help. 

Heavy handling, excessive whistling, or constant redirection 
are not signs of polish—they’re signs of weakness. A dog 
who quietly and confidently handles the ground with little 
guidance is demonstrating true natural ability—and that’s 
what we’re here to recognize.
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EFFECTS OF THE WIND
Mastering the wind is what separates a good hunting dog 
from a truly great one.
 

A dog’s ability to read and use the wind 
is the truest test of natural hunting 

skill.

The manner of ground covering will depend not alone 
on the terrain and the cover, but as well on the direction 
and force of the wind. A dog working upwind may cast 
right and left to the limit of his range in a fairly regular 
manner without risk of missing game. Downwind a dog 
will of necessity range out ahead of his handler at times to 
the limit of range, turning back to test out cover since he 
cannot effectively scent game until downwind of it.

A crosswind presents another variation to the problem, 
and a dog that is using wind and hunting out his cover 
will vary his method accordingly. Judges should look with 
doubt on the dog which follows a set pattern regardless of 
the variations in such conditions. Exactness of pattern is a 
trained ability and does not indicate natural hunting ability.   
Judges should be looking for the best gundog of the day, 
not the best gun-to-gun dog. 

Natural hunting ability in a dog is evidenced by adaptation 
to conditions versus only the demonstration of trained 
abilities such as the maintenance of a set pattern 
regardless of conditions. It is as essential to use the wind 
in hunting as it is in locating shot game, and the dog is less 
able to ‘read’ the evidence when the scent is blown away 
rather than toward him, except as it is left on the ground 
or hangs in the air in the cover over which he is searching, 
as when wet, heavy scenting conditions exist.
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A truly good dog reads the wind and the ground, adapting 
to conditions  and continuing to find birds regardless of 
changing conditions. Using the wind isn’t optional; it’s 
essential for effective hunting and retrieving. When scent 
is blown away from the dog instead of toward him, finding 
birds becomes harder, and he must rely on his ability to 
detect ground scent or heavier pockets of scent clinging to 
wet or heavy cover.
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PATTERN COMMENTS
A dog may at times exhibit an unconventional or 
unorthodox pattern. If, despite that, the dog consistently 
locates birds, the pattern can be accepted. However, if the 
dog runs an erratic pattern (or even the “perfect” pattern) 
and fails to produce birds, that is a significant fault. Bird 
finding trumps all.

	 Checking scent is not a fault

	 A dog that acknowledges scent is using its nose as it 
should.

	 Even when no bird is produced, it shows awareness 
and effort, often indicating a superior nose and game-
finding instinct.

	 Penalizing a dog for “wasting time” on unproductive 
or old scent. Rewarding a fast, mechanical pattern 
that ignores scent.

	 This can favor speed over true hunting ability.

	 Checking Scent vs. Wasting Time

	 A dog that checks areas of likely scent—even where 
birds have previously been planted—is demonstrating 
awareness and use of nose.

	 When that investigation is brief, purposeful, and 
the dog moves on, it should be viewed as a positive 
expression of hunting instinct.

	Where it becomes a fault

	 Repeatedly stopping at every known or suspected 
scent location.

	 Lingering without producing game or making forward 
progress.

	 Allowing the pattern and flow of the beat to break 
down.



ENGLISH SPRINGER SPANIEL FIELD TRIAL ASSOCIATION, INC.

35 

PERPENDICULAR TO THE WIND

Perpendicular means at a right angle (90 degrees) to a 
given line.

Handlers - You want your dog running perpendicular to the 
wind on the downwind side so they can smell the bird! The 
dog should run with their cheek to the wind.

	 Judging the difference

	 Good dog: Checks, processes, and moves on with 
purpose.

	 Average dog: Ignores scent and continues 
mechanically.

	 Faulted dog: Dwells at one spot, repeatedly returns to 
one area, and wastes time without producing game.
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UPWIND

General Principle

When working into the wind the dog should quarter from 
side to side, ensuring thorough coverage of the course. 
The dog should use the wind to its advantage, hunting 
with purpose and efficiency while remaining within 
effective range of the handler and guns.

Key distinction: At approximately 20 yards the dog is 
hunting for the handler and gun and when it gets to 40+ 
yards the dog is hunting for itself.
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Suggested patterns are not set in stone. Recommended patterns 
serve as guidance.
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DOWNWIND 1

When working downwind, the dog must drive forward with 
purpose, reaching out far enough to get beyond likely bird 
locations before turning and hunting back towards the 
handler. 

A dog that fails to push out far enough will pressure/
herd game down the field and may bump into it. Proper 
downwind work demonstrates confidence and effective 
teamwork with the handler, showing a clear understanding 
of how to use the wind to produce game.

 	 Perpendicular to the wind!

 	 If a dog bumps into a bird on the downwind bite, when 
it has not been downwind of that bird the dog should 
NOT be penalized. The bird flushed because of the 
presence of the dog. 
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Suggested patterns are not set in stone. Recommended patterns 
serve as guidance.
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DOWNWIND 2
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Suggested patterns are not set in stone. Recommended patterns 
serve as guidance.
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CROSSWIND

 	 The handler walks straight ahead while the dog 
quarters across the field.

 	 The dog casts off and moves to the left and makes a big 
swoop. Then the dog turns to the right and comes back 
across the field to the handler's right side.

 	 When the dog hits the right side, it advances up the 
field then cuts back across the field to the left side.
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WIND DIRECTION

Suggested patterns are not set in stone. Recommended patterns 
serve as guidance.
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CROSSING DOWNWIND 1
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Suggested patterns are not set in stone. Recommended patterns 
serve as guidance.
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CROSSING DOWNWIND 2
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Suggested patterns are not set in stone. Recommended patterns 
serve as guidance.
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CROSSING UPWIND
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Suggested patterns are not set in stone. Recommended patterns 
serve as guidance.
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THE JUDGE'S VOICE
Both in this paragraph and in several other portions of the 
Standard Procedure emphasis is placed on the necessity 
for steadiness to flush and/or command. The whole basis 
of training and control is involved, and without control the 
best qualities in the world are of little avail.  

Steadiness means, of course, that the dog be governed only 
by his handler regardless of other distractions or sounds. 
For example, dogs have in the tension of a field trial been 
known to go on the sound of the judge’s voice. This is a fault 
subject to penalty.

The preferred method is for judges to signal retrieves 
by tapping the handler on the back; it is acceptable for a 
judge to verbally say “send” when a tap is not practical. 
Maintaining clear, consistent communication between judge 
and handlers helps preserve the integrity of the trial and 
ensures every dog is judged fairly.

THE POINTING SPANIEL
The words ‘flushing game boldly and without urging’ were 
included to clarify the problem of the ‘pointing spaniel’. 
Unless care is taken in training with planted birds a spaniel 
can form the habit of hesitating on game, which is only 
one step from ‘blinking’, (refusing to flush or trap the bird) 
hence undesirable and to be discouraged. Were all training 
carried out on wild birds and all trials run on game roaming 
the fields at will, as in the earlier days, this problem would 
seldom arise. The only caution to the judge is that he should 
recognize the poor scent given out by a deeply planted bird 
that has not moved and the difficulty of quickly locating it 
and hence make allowances as his judgment dictates. 

The brief pause when a dog that has located a bird by nose, 
ears and eyes, attempts to verify its position in order to pick 
it up or force it into the air cannot be described as pointing, 
but such hesitation should not be prolonged.  Judges should 
note how scenting affects all dogs at different times in the 
day for inconsistencies.



ENGLISH SPRINGER SPANIEL FIELD TRIAL ASSOCIATION, INC.

51 

THE POSITIVE ATTITUDE IN 
JUDGING

A summation of the important qualities of a hunting 
spaniel will be found Under Paragraph 8. Here it is well to 
emphasize that good judging requires a positive attitude 
– a search for the good qualities of every dog in contrast 
to a negative attitude in which the judge could, if he were 
so inclined, be primarily interested in emphasizing those 
faults which penalize or disqualify contestants.

Judging on faults rather than positive qualities can result 
in a set of placements that fail to possess class and the 
hunting drive so necessary if the breed is to improve – or 
even hold its own.

Nevertheless, all good qualities are useless if control is 
lacking. The above paragraph of the Standard Procedure is 
so clear that it requires no interpretation except perhaps 
to point out that the spaniel “in touch” with his handler 
requires a minimum of handling. A dog’s hearing is 
ordinarily highly acute and the whistle or voice should be 
no louder than the dog can hear.

PARAGRAPH 4
If a dog, following the line of a bird, is getting 
too far out he should he called off the line and 
later he should again be cast back on it. A dog 
which causes his handler and gun to run after 
him while line running, is out of control. Handlers 
may control their dogs by hand, voice or whistle, 
but only in the quiet manner that would be used 
in the field. Any loud shouting or whistling is 
evidence that the dog is hard to handle, and in 
addition, is disturbing to the game.

Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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If we judge purely on mistakes, we risk pinning ribbons 
on dogs that are tidy but lack the drive, power, and game 
sense the breed needs to survive and thrive.

WORKING TO THE HANDLER 
It bears repeating: the dog is expected not only to work 
to his handler but to keep some sort of track of him. The 
handler can aid him in this by keeping as much in the open 
as possible and moving up when a dog is obviously on a 
strong scent and likely to flush game. This should not be 
penalized unless it results in leaving game on the course 
that the dog should have scented before the bird that was 
flushed.  

When working downwind a dog will naturally reach out 
and work back upwind on occasion. This can be faulted 
only if it results in game flushed out of range or ground 
unsearched.

The second sentence of Paragraph 5 is a statement of four 
positive qualifications to look for: marking the fall, use of 
wind, effectiveness on a runner, and willingness to take 
direction. Obviously the reference here is to the efficiency 
of retrieving shot game.

PARAGRAPH 5
A dog should work to his handler and gun 
at all times. A dog which marks the fall of a 
bird, follows a strong runner which has been 
wounded, and will take direction from his 
handler is of great value.

Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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Field trials were designed as a test to 
discover the best dogs, not as contests 

to discover individuals that have made 
no mistakes. A negative approach will 
not necessarily eliminate all the good 

dogs, but there is no trial in which fine, 
energetic dogs will not have committed 

some fault of perhaps only minor 
proportion.

Judges should not automatically penalize or eliminate 
a dog  if handling is required.  While  the ideal retrieve 
is completed cleanly and without assistance, a prompt 
and efficient handled retrieve is preferable to prolonged 
unproductive hunting.  Judges should value control, 
responsiveness, and timely recovery over extended roaming in 
the area of the fall.

MARKING, MEMORY, AND 
RETRIEVING

Marking the fall, or the direction of the fall, is one of the 
essential qualities of a good spaniel. However, judges must 
recognize the limitations of a dog’s perspective. The eye 
level of a dog is only a short distance above the ground—
some four to five feet lower than that of the handler, gun, 
or judge. In many situations, particularly in heavy cover, 
the dog may not see the actual fall but instead must rely on 
observing the line of flight of the bird.

For this reason, the importance of wind use and scenting 
ability cannot be overstated. An intelligent dog will adjust 
its approach to the area of the fall to take advantage of the 
wind, using it effectively to locate game in the most efficient 
manner. A dog may choose to approach the fall from 
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downwind—whether by angling across the wind or working 
behind the fall—to improve its ability to locate the bird. 
Under such circumstances, the dog should not be penalized 
for failing to go directly to, or remain at, the exact spot of 
the fall, provided it demonstrates a purposeful approach 
and efficiently recovers the bird.

Judges should evaluate not only whether the dog marked 
the fall accurately, but also how it approaches the area, 
establishes a productive line, and uses its nose to complete 
the retrieve. A dog that demonstrates initiative, confidence, 
and effective use of wind in working out the fall should be 
credited accordingly.

Long falls provide one of the best opportunities for judges 
to evaluate a dog’s marking ability, memory, perseverance, 
and overall game-finding intelligence. In a championship 
stake, where time is limited and opportunities to fully 
assess a dog may be few, judges should make every 
reasonable effort to obtain as much information as possible 
from each retrieve. Avoiding a long or difficult fall solely for 
convenience may result in a missed opportunity to properly 
evaluate the dog.

As a general principle, any practical retrieve should be 
attempted, provided it does not unduly disturb game 
planted ahead on either course. When a dog makes the 
fall area and returns with a bird, judges should give strong 
consideration to accepting that bird as the correct bird, 
recognizing the challenges inherent in long or difficult 
retrieves.

A well-executed long fall is characterized by a purposeful 
initial line toward the area of the fall, followed by intelligent 
and efficient hunting. Dogs that quickly recover the 
bird through effective use of wind and scenting ability 
demonstrate a high level of proficiency.

Conversely, a dog that shows confusion, lack of direction, 
or an inability to effectively hunt the area may indicate 
deficiencies in marking or game-finding ability. However, 
judges should allow for reasonable recovery effort, 
particularly under difficult conditions, and evaluate the 
overall efficiency and intelligence of the work.
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In minor stakes, judges may exercise greater discretion 
in attempting long or off-course falls, as inexperienced 
dogs may miss the fall badly, disturb additional game, 
and disrupt the course ahead. In such cases, the potential 
impact on the stake should be considered alongside the 
value of the retrieve.

Throughout the retrieve, judges should also consider 
the dog’s responsiveness to handling, willingness to take 
direction, and the promptness and style of the retrieve 
and delivery. All elements—from the initial mark to the 
final delivery—should be evaluated as part of a single, 
continuous performance.

Judges retain full discretion to reconsider an initial decision 
as additional information becomes available. A judgment 
is not fixed at the first impression, and where appropriate, 
a judge may revise their evaluation to reflect the complete 
performance.

A great retrieve is not judged by 
precision alone, but by intelligence—

where instinct, wind, and determination 
come together to reveal a dog’s true 

game-finding ability.
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HONORING AND 
NON-INTERFERENCE

At its core, honoring is the obligation of the non-working 
dog to refrain from interfering with its brace mate’s work—
particularly during the flush, shot, and retrieve.

The most reliable way to ensure non-interference is for the 
dog to promptly cease hunting and remain steady in place. 
A dog that stops, stays out, and remains quiet removes 
doubt and preserves the integrity of the retrieve.

However, honoring should not be reduced to a rigid 
mechanical requirement. The standard is not simply how 
the dog positions itself, but whether it interferes. There may 
be situations where a dog does not stand perfectly still, yet 
does not materially disrupt the working dog. Conversely, a 
dog may appear steady yet still create interference through 
movement, presence, or handler influence.

Expected Standard of Honoring

 	 Upon the report of the gun, the brace mate must cease 
hunting immediately.

 	 The dog must remain steady and under control, without 
pursuing the bird or continuing to quest.

 	 The dog should not encroach upon or influence the 
retrieve in any way.

 	 The handler must remain quiet and composed, avoiding 
unnecessary commands.

Loss of Steadiness (Penalty)

 	 Failure to promptly stop hunting after the shot.
 	 Continued movement or creeping that does not directly 

impact the retrieve.
 	 Repeated or excessive commands required to maintain 

position.
 	 Indicates a lack of control, though not rising to the level 

of a break.
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Interference (Serious Fault)

 	 Any action by dog or handler that disrupts, or has clear 
potential to disrupt, the working dog.

 	 Includes:
 	Continued hunting or advancing toward the fall.
 	Chasing or following the line of the bird.
 	Encroaching upon the retrieve.
 	Loud, repeated, or poorly timed whistle and voice 

commands that distract or intimidate the retrieving 
dog.

 	 Even if the retrieve is completed, the behavior may still 
warrant penalty for lack of control.

Breaking (Elimination)

 	 The dog intentionally leaves its position to pursue the 
bird or retrieve without command.

 	 The dog cannot be stopped when ordered.
 	 Represents a complete failure of steadiness and results 

in loss of placement.

Judicial Considerations

 	 Not all movement constitutes a break, and not all 
distraction constitutes interference.

 	 A capable retrieving dog may complete its task despite 
disturbance; in such cases, interference may not be 
formally charged.

 	 However, any lack of control—by dog or handler—must 
be reflected in scoring.

 	 The consistent standard across all levels is control: the 
finished dog yields completely, remains steady, and 
works only when directed.
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SEARCHING AND HANDLING
When a dog misses the fall completely, he’s expected to 
stick with the job — to keep searching the area thoroughly 
until he finds the bird. If the bird turned sharply out of the 
dog’s view during flight, then it’s up to the dog to expand his 
search gradually, covering more ground, but always staying 
within a reasonable distance. Once it’s clear the search has 
turned aimless and recovery is unlikely, it’s time to call the 
dog up and move on.

If the dog clearly marks the fall of reasonable distance and 
difficulty, it should be able to complete the retrieve without 
handling.

If the dog never saw the bird at all — what we call a true 
blind — the handler should step in and quietly guide him 
using hand signals, voice, or whistle. Credit should be given 
to dogs that take direction quickly, work efficiently, and 
show good teamwork with their handler.

When a bird is a runner, the first thing we look for is that 
the dog acknowledges the fall and immediately starts 
working the line. Following and recovering a running bird is 
a true test of a dog’s nose, persistence, and hunting sense.

Sometimes a dog will miss the intended fall and bring back 
a different bird in his search. When that happens, just like 
in real hunting, he should be sent out again for the original 
bird. If he can’t recover it on the second attempt, that’s a 
serious fault and should be scored accordingly.

It is better to pause and think than to rush 
into a call.  Even if you make an initial 
decision, you still have the discretion to 

change it once you consider it.
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PARAGRAPH 6
When the Judge gives a line to a handler and dog 
to follow, this must be followed and the dog not 
allowed to interfere with the other contestant 
running parallel to him.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

And finally, when a judge gives a line to a handler and dog, 
it’s important they stick to it. The dog should work along 
the assigned line without drifting over and interfering with 
another dog working nearby. Discipline, focus, and respect 
for the course are part of what we’re evaluating.

If a bird is a runner, acknowledgment of the fall is the first 
requirement after which the dog should be able to seek out 
and follow the line to a successful conclusion. More difficult is 
the problem when a dog misses the fall and in his search may 
even bring in another bird. The obvious answer is that the 
dog should be sent out again, as would be done in the field, 
and if he then fails to bring in the bird, his failure is a fault of 
very real proportion.

Finally, when a judge gives a line to a handler and dog, it 
must be respected. The dog must hunt along the indicated 
line without interfering with another contestant working 
in a parallel course. Disregard for the line or disruption of 
another dog’s work is not acceptable and must be penalized 
accordingly.

A dog that ceases its hunt of its own accord and looks to 
the handler for direction, or returns to the handler for 
assistance, has effectively abandoned its obligation to 
independently find  game.  This shall be considered a major 
penalty and may constitute failure where it materially 
affects the performance.
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THE HANDLER AND THE BEAT
Poaching on the other beat is a difficult subject, especially 
when there is a cross wind. It has the grave objection of 
upsetting the other dog. Yet the line between courses is 
often a varying line of poor definition that the dog himself 
cannot observe and the handler is not always sure of. 
The center flag line is a reference and NOT an out 
of bounds line. Minor infractions are not important and 
should be overlooked. The primary fault is the interference 
with the other dog’s work which is out of order whether it 
is the fault of the dog or of the handler and the judge may 
give handler an early indication of a pending issue. There 
will, nevertheless, be difficulties when a bird from one beat 
has obviously moved over onto the other and the dog has 
followed on the line of scent. 

No one can advise a judge in advance how to appraise 
such a situation, but a dog that responds when called off 
such a line should receive full credit therefore. A dog that is 
constantly and recurrently over on the other beat and fails 
to respond to his handler’s commands must be considered 
out of control. 

A spaniel is measured by courage, 
steadiness, and heart — not perfection, but 

devotion in the hunt.

A word of caution is in order here. Handlers, intent on their 
dogs, vary in their ability to keep to a line even when it is 
clearly marked.

When working on planted birds, wandering around the 
course can be wasteful and reduce the chances of promptly 
finding game. Obviously a judge should from time to time 
warn a handler who strays from the course and reacquaint 
him if necessary.
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However, a judge who constantly directs the handler and 
instructs him to put his dog ‘in here’ or ‘in there’ can cause 
a handler to ‘hack’ his dog and upset both dog and handler. 
The general practice is to give the handler the fullest 
instructions at the start, to assume he knows what he is 
doing and, aside from obvious and unintended departures 
from those instructions, to let the handler run his dog 
his own way. Only when this way is unproductive over a 
long beat and the judge has absolute knowledge of the 
presence of game in a neglected area is it wise to interfere.

PARAGRAPH 7
The Judges must judge their dogs for game finding 
ability, steadiness and retrieving. In game finding 
the dog should cover all his ground on the beat, 
leaving no game in his territory and showing 
courage in facing cover. Dogs must be steady to 
wing and shot and obey all commands. When 
ordered to retrieve they should do this tenderly 
and with speed. No trials for spaniels can possibly 
be run without retrieving, as that is one of the 
main purposes for which a spaniel is used. 
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

The words ‘be steady’ are interpreted to mean that a dog 
will either sit or ‘hup’ to wing and shot or at the very least 
will cease all forward motion. Occasionally a dog will stand 
on its hind legs, better to mark the line and see the fall. If 
he does this and remains in position, or if he merely stands 
rather than sits, it is not considered a fault. The old English 
word ‘hup’ is presumed to have meant ‘the bird is up’ and 
that the dog should remain in place, presumably in a sitting 
or ‘hupped’ position.
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BRINGING GAME TO THE BAG

A failure to retrieve can be a very serious fault and yet 
many times conditions exist which make decisive judgment 
difficult. The recollection of many trials is full of incidents 
that could not be explained by the limited evidence 
available. 

Granted that a judge feels a failure to retrieve is not wholly 
the dog’s fault, he can hardly overlook the fact that game 
was not brought to hand. Nevertheless, judges may well 
be a shade more tolerant when some special conditions 
are encountered. For example, heavy green grass recently 
exposed to a hard frost gives out a rank odor that kills 
scent; dry leaves in woods will hold little scent and make 
trailing difficult; people off the course and behind a hill 
have been known to interfere with a dog which was trailing 
a runner. 

Handlers of long experience have noted that occasionally 
a bird will be instantly killed, fall in the open perhaps in a 
slight depression, wings and feathers closely held, head 
upwind and prove a difficult bird to locate. This appears to 
happen more frequently with a hen than a cock and some 
observers who have watched a dog with a known good 
nose actually step on such a bird have wondered whether 
a particular condition was created such as quick paralysis 
of all functions so that the hen gave out little scent much 
as a setting hen pheasant is known to do on the nest.

No matter what the cause, the purpose of a dog afield 
is to bring game to the bag and a failure may be a fault 
that can hardly be overlooked unless dictated by specific 
circumstances. A judge under such conditions may choose 
to make a thorough inspection of the ground at the point 
of fall but be advised that most birds will not be found by 
a human in cover. Certainly, if the game is found there, all 
excuses are of no avail. A dog that failed to ‘honor’ the fall 
can, of course, have no defense of any kind unless the bird 
be lodged in a tree or fall beyond an impossible barrier 
such as a closely meshed wire fence; or if the fall be 
honored and the bird have made good his escape through 
a fence that denies passage to the dog.
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A true sporting dog is measured not only 
by finding game, but by faithfully bringing 
it to hand—cleanly, willingly, and without 
fault—despite the challenges of field and 

scent.

Delivery to hand requires the dog to return promptly and 
directly to the handler and place the bird within immediate 
reach, maintaining possession until the handler takes the 
bird from the dog’s mouth. The bird must be willingly and 
cleanly relinquished.

Dropping the bird short of the handler, placing it on 
the ground, holding it out of reach, refusing to release, 
mouthing excessively, or requiring physical compulsion to 
effect the release constitutes an improper delivery.

Handlers may not use force, intimidation, or covert physical 
correction to secure the bird. Any visible or deliberate 
compulsion used to complete the retrieve should be 
considered a fault and evaluated accordingly.

Judges are expected to require a clean, finished retrieve 
with a cooperative transfer. A retrieve is not complete until 
proper delivery to hand has occurred.

INDICATION AND PRODUCTION 
OF GAME

Game finding ability is the most important quality of  a 
hunting spaniel , and it can only truly be measured by 
results in the field. It is a combination of nose, bird sense, 
thoroughness and intelligence. Some dogs seldom have a 
long, blank beat; they appear to be able to convert such a 
beat into a productive one. Such dogs seem to find more 
game in a given territory than others and to find more 
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quickly. Where there is recurrent evidence of this in a trial 
judges cannot fail to place this to the credit of the dog.

On the other hand, a dog that on a considerable beat 
covers thoroughly territory where game is known to have 
been and who fails to give evidence that game has recently 
been there must be looked upon as deficient in nose, at 
least on that day. Under those circumstances a judge is 
justified in consulting with the Bird Planter. Should he 
confirm the presence of game such dog can be taken up 
and much time saved that could be better spent on those 
dogs that are still under consideration.

When a dog is working away from the handler, judges 
should carefully observe where the dog first indicates 
the presence of game and where the bird is ultimately 
put to flight.

A clear change in behavior—such as a sudden 
intensification, body language shift such as snapping of 
the head indicates the dog has smelled the bird. This 
indication is an important expression of natural game-
finding ability.

Most trials today are run over a set course with planted 
birds. Delays occur and this, on occasion, permits birds to 
move off the course. Under such circumstances if a dog 
trails a strong-running bird to the right or left, it is up to 
the judge to decide how far off course a dog should be 
permitted to work. 

If a bird is followed off course for a long distance – even 
though a flush and fall be eventually accomplished – this 
can unnecessarily delay the trial. Hence if the judge decides 
further pursuit is not necessary, the dog should not be 
penalized if he has failed to flush the bird, provided he has 
exhibited drive and nose, and he should be given credit for 
being under control when ordered to leave the line. 

Should the dog take a strong line and fail to produce the 
bird that may or may not be a fault of the dog. A judge 
should consider if it took flight, ran through an obstacle or if 
others have not been able to even take a bird off the course 
due to scenting or cover conditions.



ENGLISH SPRINGER SPANIEL FIELD TRIAL ASSOCIATION, INC.

65 

UNPRODUCTIVE OR BARREN AREAS 
OF THE COURSE

On occasion, a portion of the course may prove 
unproductive for multiple dogs due to scenting conditions, 
bird movement, terrain, or other factors. Judges should 
recognize when a section of ground consistently fails 
to produce birds for successive dogs and evaluate 
performance in context.

A dog should not be unduly penalized for failing to produce 
game in a barren or “no man’s land” area if it hunts the 
ground appropriately and continues its effort productively 
beyond it.

However, a dog that clearly indicates the presence of game 
scent in such an area demonstrates superior game-finding 
ability and should be credited accordingly. Indication 
reflects nose, awareness, and bird sense, even when a bird 
is not produced.

Judges must also be mindful of artificially created situations 
that may not represent natural hunting conditions and 
evaluate performance with fairness and discernment.

True game-finding is the hallmark of 
a great hunting spaniel — a powerful 
blend of nose, bird sense, intelligence, 
thoroughness, and relentless drive. It 
is measured not by style alone, but by 
consistent results in the field, where 

instinct, control, and determination turn 
every beat into opportunity.
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STEADINESS AND WHAT 
CONSTITUTES A BREAK

Steadiness is a term of varying meaning to different people, 
including judges, and has long been the cause of discussion. 
Those who expect exact performances feel that a dog 
should instantly sit to wing and shot and will accept no less. 
Others recognize that, although a dog may instantly stop or 
‘hup’ to shot (unless in the very act of flushing game), it is the 
dog’s duty in flushing to push game out and into full flight.

Judges should not penalize a dog that, traveling at full speed 
or driving in to flush, is less exact in sitting to flush, provided 
the dog gives equally prompt indication that it is prepared 
to stop as soon as the bird is in flight. Bold flushing dogs 
should not be penalized for a short, natural follow-through 
that occurs as part of effective game finding and flushing.

There is the equally difficult situation of a dog that moves 
to the edge of cover, around a bush, or up a slope to verify 
the flight, observe the line, and see the fall. This may be 
a highly intelligent action if observation is the sole intent 
of the dog. Judges must distinguish between a dog that 
is adjusting position to better mark the fall and one that 
shows forward intent toward the bird.

The question of what constitutes a break is often best 
resolved by observing how the handler responds. If a 
handler orders the dog to stop and the dog fails to stop, it 
is a break. If the handler gives a stop command once the 
dog is in a position to clearly see the fall, the judge may 
reasonably assume the handler believed the dog was in 
the process of breaking and score it accordingly. Once a 
dog has been stopped, any deliberate or vigorous forward 
movement without command is equally a break.

Handlers who assume the privilege of calling their dog to 
them without instructions from the judge (for example, 
when the dog on the other beat is retrieving) run the risk of 
having the judge assume, with some justification, that the 
handler lacks confidence in the dog’s steadiness. The same 
applies to a handler who moves closer to the dog without 
being instructed to do so once a bird has been flushed.
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This should be distinguished from situations where a dog 
is in the general area of a fall or on the line of retrieve, 
in which case a judge may use discretion to instruct the 
handler to move the dog in order to avoid interference with 
the work of the brace mate.

A properly trained spaniel will remain where hupped until 
called off. A dog that demonstrates this level of control—
remaining steady without movement, fuss, or unnecessary 
handler input—is entitled to a higher rating than one 
whose handler feels compelled to call it back or manage its 
position.

In Championship stakes especially, judges should be 
cautious not to relieve handlers of this test too quickly. 
If a dog can hold its position—without movement, fuss, 
or unnecessary handling—it provides strong evidence 
of training, composure, and reliability. This should be 
recognized and rewarded accordingly.

Retrieves should never be self-initiated. A handler sends the 
dog only when given the go-ahead by the judge. The pause 
allows us to assess steadiness, one of the most critical 
aspects of spaniel work. When evaluating this, we must be 
careful ourselves, move with purpose, but quietly, and avoid 
any sudden gestures that could be misread by the dog as a 
retrieve command. The interval of time from the bird hitting 
the ground to the judge's send command (verbal or tap), 
should be consistent for every series, including water. We 
owe that much to both the dog and the handler.

True steadiness is not rigid perfection, 
but controlled intent—where discipline, 

judgment, and trust between dog and 
handler define the difference between 

instinct and a break.
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WHAT IS CHASING?
All of this changes when the dog is sent on retrieve. Then 
his sole duty is to complete the retrieve as promptly and 
as expeditiously as possible, disregarding all other sights 
and scents that are not related to the duty assigned to 
him. This is expecting a good deal of the dog. The ability to 
distinguish between a fresh scent and that of a wounded 
bird is the result of considerable experience, and it is his 
duty to be sure he is not passing up the bird he was sent 
for by the judge. If while on retrieve a dog flushes a bird in 
the direction or area of the fall, it is but natural for the dog 
to determine whether it is the bird he was sent for before 
turning away.

Sometimes, while hunting for the fall, a dog will flush 
another bird close to where the original bird went down. 
When that happens, it’s completely natural for the dog to 
pause and check: Is this the one I’m supposed to retrieve?

If that flushed bird flies low and weak, the dog might think 
it’s wounded—which is fair. But if it quickly picks up strong, 
full flight, the dog should know to ignore it and get back to 
the search.

When another bird is thus flushed during a retrieve, many 
handlers prefer a dog to stop or hup in accord with his 
training. This presents no problem if the dog is where the 
handler can see him since the dog may then be directed by 
voice, whistle or hand signal to continue his search for the 
dead bird.

However, the ideal conduct on the part of the dog would 
be to disregard the newly – flushed bird and continue his 
search of the wounded or dead bird which is his duty to 
recover. A moment’s reflection will disclose the reasons 
for this. Shall the dog remain hupped or leave his hupped 
position without command? To leave would be a violation 
of the first principles of discipline and training. For the 
handler to attempt to whistle at or give commands to 
an unseen dog may upset the dog’s whole endeavor, 
particularly if he shall be following a vigorous runner.
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The same general principle applies to a dog that is 
retrieving with a bird in his mouth. If the dog flushes 
game and in surprise or in accordance with his training, 
temporarily stops, he cannot be criticized. In either case, 
however, a dog should be given credit if he disregards 
entirely the flushed bird or, having stopped momentarily, 
continues his search or in the case of a retrieve continue 
on in to deliver the bird in his mouth.

PARAGRAPH 8
In judging a spaniel’s work Judges should give 
attention to the following points, taking them as a 
whole throughout the entire performance rather 
than giving too much credit to a flashy bit of work;  

	 Control at all times, and under all 			 
	 conditions.
	 Scenting ability and use of wind.
	 Manner of covering ground and briskness of 	
	 questing.
	 Perseverance and courage in facing cover.
	 Steadiness to flush, shot and command.
	 Aptitude in marking fall of game and ability 		
	 to find it.
	 Ability and willingness to take hand signals.
	 Promptness and style of retrieve and 			 
	 delivery.
	 Proof of tender mouth.

Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

Where facilities exist and water tests is held in conjunction 
with a stake, the manner and quality of the performance 
therein shall be given consideration by the judges in 
making their awards. Such series should not exceed in their 
requirements the conditions met in an ordinary day’s rough 
shoot adjoining water.

Land work is the primary function of a spaniel, but where 
a water series is given, any dog that does not complete the 
water series shall not be entitled to any award.
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POSITIVE QUALITIES – A JUDGE’S 
PERSPECTIVE

As judges, we are tasked not merely with identifying faults but 
with recognizing and rewarding excellence where it stands. 
No dog is perfect in every aspect; few rise to the top in every 
dimension of the work. Yet, our job is to strike a fair and 
discerning balance among the performances we observe on 
the day.

It’s worth remembering: no dog is perfect in every area. 
It’s rare—extremely rare—to see a dog that outshines the 
entire field across every category.

First and foremost, hunting and game finding are the 
spaniel’s most important jobs. Hunting and game finding 
are not only essential—they are the primary yardsticks by 
which a spaniel must be measured. This must be done with 
sufficient pace and purpose to bring game to wing. Keen 
desire, animation, and that elusive quality we call “class” 
elevate a good performance to a memorable one. The work 
must be productive, and the dog must ultimately deliver 
game to hand.

In that spirit, the following qualities—though not all equal 
in weight—collectively define a sound and commendable 
performance:

 	 Effective and intelligent ground coverage, showing an 
understanding of terrain and game-holding cover.

 	 A positive and discriminating nose, revealing the spaniel’s 
ability to locate elusive birds.

 	 Consistent use of the wind, with adjustments that reflect 
both natural instinct and trained discipline.

 	 Focused marking, especially on challenging falls, and 
directness in pursuit of observed game.

 	 Tenacity in search, particularly when faced with difficult 
scenting or heavy cover.
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Judge not for perfection, but for purpose—
reward the spaniel that hunts with drive, 

finds with intent, and proves its worth 
where it matters most.

Confidence and initiative on running birds, which often 
separates the competent from the exceptional. Drive and 
pace, maintained even through punishing cover.

A prompt, direct retrieve, followed by a firm but gentle 
carry and clean delivery to hand.

And, underpinning all of this: control, steadiness, and 
responsiveness to the handler’s direction—qualities that 
are expected, not optional.

Our role is to look at the totality of a dog’s performance—
across differing terrain, scent conditions, and handling 
scenarios—and determine which dogs most fully embody 
the qualities we aim to preserve and promote in the breed. 
That judgment must be made with clarity, integrity, and an 
unwavering eye on the future of the sport.

EVALUATING MOUTH: TENDER 
MOUTH AND THE CRUSHED BIRD

Few topics stir more debate among judges than what truly 
defines a “tender mouth.” Ideally, when retrieving a dead 
bird, a dog should pick it up by the back, carrying it head 
up with the weight balanced on the lower jaw. This position 
allows the dog to move cleanly through briers or heavy 
cover without snagging the bird. In practice, however, birds 
rarely fall in a way that allows for a perfect pick-up. A dog 
often must choose between a quick retrieve and a picture-
perfect carry—and in the field, speed and efficiency rightly 
take priority.



THE CONDUCT AND JUDGING OF SPANIEL FIELD TRIALS

72 

The greater challenge often comes with live birds, 
particularly hard runners or flappers. In these situations, 
a dog may need to grab a bird mid-air, drag it from heavy 
cover, or hold it firmly enough to prevent escape. When 
that occurs, minor damage such as broken skin can happen 
and should not automatically count against the dog. A 
prompt and effective retrieve remains the priority.

Judges should also remember that not every damaged bird 
is the fault of the dog. Birds that have been crated for long 
periods, transported in burlap bags, or planted improperly 
may arrive weak or smothered. Others may be damaged 
by the shot itself or by falling onto hard ground. Under 
these circumstances, birds may come back to hand showing 
some injury, and judges should be cautious about assigning 
blame for minor damage.

Occasionally, a dog may pick up a bird that did not flush 
properly—for example, a bird caught in heavy cover, a 
spring bird that fails to fly cleanly, or one taken out of the 
air—and deliver it dead or dying. If this occurs once, it is 
often simply bad luck.

A tender mouth is judged not by 
perfection, but by purpose—where 

efficiency, circumstance, and consistency 
outweigh a single flawed retrieve, and 
only repeated fault or unmistakable 

damage tells the true story.

If a judge suspects that a dog may have a hard mouth, it 
is good practice to quietly alert the co-judge and observe 
the dog carefully on subsequent retrieves before forming 
a conclusion. An isolated instance of a damaged bird 
may be the result of circumstances such as a weak or 
previously injured bird, and judges should give the dog 
the benefit of the doubt on a single occurrence. However, 
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repeated instances of damaged game should be viewed as 
a pattern rather than an anomaly and may indicate a hard 
mouth. Judges should evaluate the situation collectively, 
considering the condition of the bird, the dog’s handling 
of the retrieve, and whether the behavior persists across 
multiple retrieves before reaching a final judgment.

A long-standing and sound principle of judging applies here: 
any doubt should be resolved in favor of the dog.

That said, there is one situation that leaves little room 
for interpretation. A badly crushed or severely mangled 
bird is clear evidence of a hard mouth and is grounds for 
eliminating the dog from further consideration.

No dog is perfect, but a true spaniel shows drive, skill, 
and style in the hunt. As judges, our responsibility is to 
recognize and reward those performances that
 

GOOD GUNNING IS ESSENTIAL

Judges should not hesitate to gather the guns before the 
start of a trial or stake to give any necessary instructions. 
Whether you choose to speak directly to the gunners or 
pass information through the Gun Captain, it’s important 
to make sure everyone is clear on expectations. Guns 
should be instructed to shoot any bird that can be safely 
and sportingly shot—unless the judge says otherwise. It’s 
the judge’s call whether a bird should be passed, whether 
it’s during the beat or at any other point.

Judges should also feel comfortable giving additional 
guidance to the guns as the stake progresses. Clear 
communication helps ensure a fair trial of the dogs’ 
abilities and keeps everyone on the same page.

Safety comes first—for handlers, judges, dogs, gallery, and 
spectators. It’s standard practice to remind the guns not to 
shoot at birds flying back over the gallery. Not only is there 
a significant safety risk, but a bird dropping into or beyond 
the gallery can create a confusing and unfair retrieve for 
the dog.
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Guns should always feel confident that they’ll never be 
criticized for passing on a shot that seems even slightly unsafe, 
or one that conflicts with the judges’ instructions or the spirit of 
the trial.

All gunners must be 21 years or older and passed an 
ESSFTA Gunning Seminar. It’s strongly recommended that 
they wear proper hearing and eye protection in the field.

The safety of all concerned - the handlers, the judges 
themselves, the dogs, the gallery and spectators - is involved. 
It is customary to instruct guns not to shoot at birds that fly 
back over gallery. In addition to the danger involved a bird 
that falls among or beyond the crowd provides confusing 
conditions for a retrieve. Guns should, therefore, feel that 
they will not be criticized for passing up shots that entail 
the slightest element of danger or those shots which 
would be in conflict in any way with the provisions of these 
paragraphs or the instructions of the judges.

PARAGRAPH 9
The dogs shall be shot over by Official Guns 
appointed by the Field Trial Committee. The 
guns should shoot their game in a sportsmanlike 
manner, as they would in a day’s shoot. The 
proper functioning of the Guns is of the utmost 
importance. The Guns are supposed to represent 
the handler up to the time the game is shot, 
although not interfering in any manner with 
his work or that of the down dogs. They are 
supposed if possible, unless otherwise directed, 
to kill cleanly and consistently, the game flushed 
by the spaniels at a point most advantageous to 
a fair trial of the dogs’ abilities, with due regard 
to the dogs, handlers, judges, gallery and other 
contingencies.

All gunners must be 21 years of age or older. It 
is strongly recommended that gunners wear 
appropriate hearing and eye protection.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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PARAGRAPH 10
Care should be taken not to shoot so that the 
game falls too close to the dog. If this is done 
it does not afford a chance for the dog to show 
good retrieving ability and often results in a bird 
being destroyed. The Guns should stand perfectly 
quiet after the shot, for otherwise they may 
interfere with the dog and handler. When a dog 
makes a retrieve no other birds or game should 
be shot unless ordered by the judge for special 
reasons. The gun must also keep himself in the 
correct position to the handler and others.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

PARAGRAPH 11
It has been repeatedly proven that the most 
efficient gun and load for this work, in all fairness 
to the dogs, handlers and those responsible for 
the trial, is a well-choked twelve gauge double 
gun, and a load of not less than three and one 
fourth grams of smokeless powder or equivalent, 
and one and one-eighth ounces of No.5, No.6, 
No.7 or No.7-1/2 shot. In ‘steel shot only’ areas 
a comparable size and load of steel or other 
permissible shot shall be used.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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THE GUN IS THE SILENT PARTNER
What should be the position of the gun? If he is the ‘good 
right arm’ of the handler, he should be reasonably close to 
him, though not so close that he interferes with him or the 
dog.

The gun should not crowd the dog, which only encourages 
the dog to move out, but should instead take his cue from 
the handler. Nor should wing guns be placed too far out on 
a flank.

This is unnatural and often affects the dog in his beat and 
the type of fall he receives. The gunner should walk parallel 
or a step behind the handler.

After a fall, the gun should stand quietly until the dog 
has been sent on the retrieve, keeping the gun up and 
remaining still until the dog is returning to the handler 
with the bird. The gunner may step quietly aside to leave 
a clear and unobstructed view of the handler if necessary. 
Needless to say, guns are to be seen and not heard except 
their shots.

KEEP THE TRIAL MOVING
This point should hardly need explanation—most judges 
have, at one time or another, wished they had more 
daylight as a trial wrapped up. That’s why it’s important, 
especially with large entries (and even with modest ones), 
to avoid spending too much time on the early series. 
You want to save enough daylight for a thorough and 
fair evaluation of the dogs who truly deserve serious 
consideration for awards.

The best way to prevent a time crunch is for judges to plan 
ahead and stay on top of the pace of the trial, making sure 
it moves along according to their schedule. Keeping things 
moving benefits everyone: it ensures all dogs get more 
equal opportunities, and it spares everyone the stress and 
awkwardness of rushing through critical later series as the 
sun goes down.
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That said, judges can only work efficiently if the Field Trial 
Committee does its part. That means starting the day early, 
ensuring that a supply of strong, lively birds is available 
on time, and making sure bird carriers, planters, and guns 
are in place and ready to go when needed. A prompt and 
organized start sets the tone for the entire day.

In an Open All-Age Stake, three or more series are usually 
necessary to properly showcase a good dog’s abilities. The 
rules also require at least two series so that each dog is 
judged under both judges. Ultimately, the final call rests 
with the judges.

But it’s important to keep in mind: with a large entry, 
even completing two or three meaningful series can be a 
challenge. Without careful time management, those few 
crucial tests may end up rushed—and that does a disservice 
to the dogs, the handlers, and the spirit of fair competition.

PARAGRAPH 13A
Before an English Springer Spaniel shall receive its 
Field or Amateur Field Championship or National 
Open or Amateur Championship title, it must 
have shown its ability to retrieve game from 
water, after a swim. The water test shall consist 
of two back-to-back, open water, 30-40 yard 
retrieves of dead ducks or dead pheasants, with 
gunshot. The dog is to be backed up to 10 to 15 
yards from the bank for its entry.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

Time is a judge’s ally. Careful planning 
and steady pace ensure every dog earns a 
fair chance—and prevent the final series 
from being rushed as the daylight fades.
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PARAGRAPH 13B
Before a Cocker or an English Cocker Spaniel shall 
receive its Field or Amateur Championship or 
National title, it must have shown its willingness 
and ability to retrieve game from or across water, 
after a swim. The water test shall of one or two 
bird retrieves which shall be at the option of the 
Field Trial Committee. The birds used shall be 
available dead game birds such as pheasants, 
ducks or various partridges. The dog and handler 
are to be backed up 5-10 yards from the water 
entry. The dog shall retrieve a dead game bird, 
thrown after gunshot, after a 20-30 yard swim.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

PARAGRAPH 13C
A water test can be held as a completely separate 
event, licensed by the American Kennel Club, or 
in conjunction with an AKC licensed or member 
field trial. The holding of a water test during a 
field trial will be left to the discretion of the Field 
Trial Committee of the club conducting the trial, 
but such a possibility must be announced in the 
premium list. It is the responsibility of the  Field 
Trial Secretary or Committee to submit the results, 
properly signed by the judges, so they will carry 
championship credit.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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PARAGRAPH 13D
Once a dog has been certified by the judges as 
having passed a water test at a licensed or member 
club trial, or at a separate water test licensed by 
the AKC, the certification will apply toward both 
the Field and Amateur Field Championship titles (a 
dog needs only to be certified on one occasion). As 
a stand-alone event for English Springer Spaniels, it 
must have a date approved by the English Springer 
Spaniel Field Trial Association and be judged by 
2 All Age Judges with a combined total of 12 AKC 
licensed English Springer Spaniel Field Stakes. The 
water test is not a stake; therefore the judges will 
receive no credit for judging the test.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

WATER TEST 
(STANDALONE EVENT)

The Water Test is a distinct, standalone evaluation 
designed to assess a spaniel’s willingness and ability to 
perform a retrieve involving open water. While the spaniel 
is primarily a land dog, it must demonstrate sufficient 
confidence, swimming ability, and cooperation to retrieve 
game from water when required in a practical shooting 
environment.

In many regions, retrieving from water is a natural and 
necessary extension of the spaniel’s work. Accordingly, dogs 
should enter water willingly, swim competently, and, when 
necessary, take direction to recover game fallen in or across 
water.

Because suitable water may not always be available on trial 
grounds, the Water Test may be conducted at a separate 
time and location. 



THE CONDUCT AND JUDGING OF SPANIEL FIELD TRIALS

80 

The Water Test is judged on a simple pass/fail basis. 

A typical Water Test consists of two consecutive open-
water retrieves of moderate length (generally 30–40 yards), 
with the dog positioned approximately 10–15 yards from 
the shoreline. The retrieves should provide the dog an 
opportunity to demonstrate marking ability, willingness to 
enter water, swimming capability, and delivery to hand. 

Care should be taken in test setup to ensure fairness and 
visibility, particularly considering the dog’s lower line of sight. 
Whenever possible, retrieves should be arranged to avoid 
sending the dog directly toward galleries or distractions.

EVALUATING WATER TEST 
PERFORMANCE

The Water Test is intended to confirm essential retrieving 
competence in water.

Judges should focus on the following qualities:

 	 Willing and prompt entry into the water
 	 Confidence and efficiency in swimming
 	 Ability to mark the fall
 	 Responsiveness to handler direction, when required
 	 Prompt and proper delivery to hand

A dog that avoids entering the water—such as repeatedly 
“running the bank”—should be penalized accordingly, even if 
the retrieve is ultimately completed.

While a high standard is expected, judges must remain 
mindful that the spaniel is not a specialized retrieving 
breed. The objective is to evaluate practical, workmanlike 
performance consistent with the breed’s purpose—not 
mechanical perfection.

Refusal by a handler to allow a dog to participate in a required 
Water Test shall result in disqualification from the stake.
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WATER SERIES 
(PART OF A FIELD TRIAL)

A Water Series is a judged series conducted within a 
licensed field trial, and must be clearly distinguished from 
the standalone Water Test.

Unlike the Water Test, a Water Series is fully integrated into 
the competitive evaluation and is judged in conjunction 
with other series in the stake. Judges are expected to 
evaluate the manner and quality of the performance, 
ensuring the test reflects conditions reasonably 
encountered in a day’s shoot.

In a Water Series, judges evaluate the dog in the same 
comprehensive manner as any other series, giving full 
consideration to:

 	 Steadiness
 	 Marking accuracy
 	 Control and responsiveness
 	 Style and efficiency of retrieve
 	 Overall contribution to the dog’s standing in the stake

The Water Series is not a qualifying exercise—it is a 
decisive component of placement.

Successful completion of the Water Test 
is a requirement for placement eligibility 

in stakes where such qualification is 
mandated.
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PARAGRAPH 15
Pick Up Dogs. It is recommended that a pick up dog 
be available to retrieve birds that are not returned 
or inadvertently left in the field during the event. It 
must not be a dog entered in the event, but could 
be a dog that has been dropped from the day’s 
competition.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels

RELATIVE EMPHASIS OF THE 
WATER SERIES

The water series must be judged using the same standards 
applied throughout the trial, including steadiness, marking 
ability, control, perseverance, and retrieving.

However, the water series should be given lower emphasis 
than a land series when determining final placements. It is 
to be evaluated as a contributing component of the overall 
performance, rather than as a full and equal series.

Judges should score the work presented and allow it to 
influence—but not disproportionately determine—the 
final order of merit. It is neither a pass/fail exercise nor a 
standalone measure of performance within the stake.

While deficiencies in water work may affect placement, 
particularly when comparing dogs of otherwise similar 
merit, judges must consider the total body of work across 
all series when making final decisions.

PARAGRAPH 14
Special Training devices that are used to control 
and train dogs, including but not limited to, 
collars with prongs, electronic collars used with 
transmitters, muzzles and head collars may not be 
used on dogs at AKC events.
Source: AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Spaniels
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THE IMPORTANCE OF JUDGING 
NOTES

No judge can rely solely on memory to recall every 
performance—particularly in stakes with large entries—
without maintaining adequate notes for later reference.

The purpose of these notes is threefold: to accurately 
record what each dog has done, to clearly communicate 
observations with a co-judge, and to provide a reliable 
record that may be referenced if questions arise from 
contestants or officials.

To aid recall, some judges prefer to rate each dog’s 
performance using a simple scale, while others develop 
structured checklists based on the Standard Procedure. 
Each judge must ultimately adopt a system that is 
consistent, efficient, and effective for their own use.

The importance of these records is especially evident in 
the event of a disagreement between judges. Should a 
matter require referral to a referee, each judge’s notes and 
scorecards become the primary basis for review. Clear, 
detailed, and well-organized notes allow the referee to 
understand the performance in question and render a fair, 
informed decision grounded in documented observation.

Judging notes should be retained for a minimum of one 
calendar year. This supports accurate reporting to the 
American Kennel Club and ensures that annual awards and 
records can be properly verified.

Well-kept notes provide a clear, objective account of 
performance. They promote transparency, support sound 
decision-making, and reinforce fairness and consistency—
serving as a far more reliable reference than memory 
alone.



THE CONDUCT AND JUDGING OF SPANIEL FIELD TRIALS

84 

THE CONDUCT OF THE HANDLER
What should a judge require of a handler? It is generally 
considered that a handler should run his dog as appears 
most likely to provide a display of his abilities. When game 
is flushed by either dog, the handler should in hupping 
his dog remain in such position as he finds himself unless 
otherwise instructed by the judge. 

A handler is expected to manage their dog in a manner 
that best demonstrates the dog’s abilities. When game 
is flushed—regardless of which dog is responsible—the 
handler should “hup” their dog and remain in their current 
position unless directed otherwise by the judge.

Field trials are more than competition—
they are a proving ground for the breed’s 
future, where true spaniel character is 
recognized, preserved, and passed on by 

those entrusted to judge with purpose and 
integrity.

OWNERS AND OTHERS—STAY 
BEHIND THE FIELD MARSHAL

With years of experience in the field, one lesson remains 
constant: a well-run trial depends on discipline, order, 
and safety. To that end, only those directly involved in the 
work—judges (and any apprentice), active handlers, and 
assigned guns  teams that are in current rotation—should 
be forward of the Field Marshal at any time.

All others, including owners anxious to watch their dogs, 
off-duty guns (not their rotation),  and other officials, must 
remain behind the Field Marshal. This isn’t just about 
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protocol—it’s about safety. Keeping the gallery together, 
behind the line of active guns, reduces the risk of accidents 
and ensures that birds are handled cleanly and without 
interference.

The gallery must also remain quiet and respectful, 
especially during flushes and retrieves. Conversations, even 
whispered, can distract dogs and handlers alike, and any 
exchange—no matter how well-meaning—between owners 
and those judging, handling, or gunning should be avoided 
altogether.

THE JUDGE - LIKE CAESAR’S WIFE
What about the judge at a trial? During the course of a 
trial he is probably better off to keep his own counsel, 
thus avoiding even the appearance of being influenced by 
the views, the opinions or even the knowledge of others. 
Certainly any discussion with owners or others (except 
his fellow judge) of the performance of a dog still under 
judgment would be in shocking bad taste on the part of 
both. 

The judge must base his awards on what he has himself 
observed of the performance on that particular day. When 
he was invited to judge, it was because the committee had 
confidence in his judgment, his powers of observation and 
his capacity to be objective, which is another way of saying 
he is expected to put his emotions and his sentiments 
under lock and key. He has a personal responsibility to his 
fellow judge to inform him clearly and to appraise jointly 
with him the several performances. Each has an obligation 
to render fair judgment.
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INFORMAL TRIALS
Today’s spaniel enthusiasts engage in a wide variety of 
field events, each tailored to showcase the dog’s unique 
skills and training. These events can feature different 
types of game, including pheasants, domestically raised 
mallards, chukar partridges, pigeons, and other birds. 
While some contests focus solely on field work, others 
emphasize water retrieving abilities. Certain events may 
be known informally as “pigeon shoots” or simply as 
“training classes.”

For events that remain informal, organizers typically 
establish their own rules and performance standards, 
always mindful of adhering to local laws governing the use 
of game and firearms.

CHAMPIONSHIP TRIALS
Since 1924 formal trials have been held under American 
Kennel Club rules, regulations and procedures. 
 
Member clubs of the American Kennel Club, and 
Nonmember clubs, which are eligible, may file application 
with The American Kennel Club for permission to hold 
sanctioned and, under certain conditions, licensed trials. 
One of the requirements for approval of nonmember 
club applications is the consent in writing of the  Parent 
Clubs, the English Springer Spaniel Field Trial Association 
(ESSFTA) and the American Spaniel Club (if a club proposes 
completion for one of the breeds only, the only one parent 
club consent is required). 

 MISCELLANEOUS
TRIAL FORMATSSECTION 3
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Winners of Open All-Age Stakes or Amateur All-Age Stakes 
at member club and licensed trials (if certain requirements 
in respect to water tests and number of entries are met) 
become Field Champions or Amateur Field Champions 
of Record. The number of such wins and placements 
required for a championship is set by the Board of 
Directors of the American Kennel Club. 

SANCTIONED TRIALS
A sanctioned trial is one not carrying championship points 
held by a club sanctioned for that purpose by the AKC 
Great latitude is allowed in the arrangement of stakes and 
in the application of standards of performance governing 
the conduct of such trials, provided these are set forth in 
its premium list. 

AKC MISCONDUCT PROTOCOL
Judges and committees are expected to be familiar 
with the AKC’s publication: “Dealing with Misconduct at 
Field Trials and Hunting Tests”, which outlines formal 
procedures for:

 	 Holding a misconduct hearing.

 	 Documenting testimony and evidence.

 	 Submitting a full report to the AKC.

The judge is not a disciplinary authority alone. They must 
rely on the Field Trial Committee to initiate formal action. 
If the misconduct involves threats, violence, or safety 
hazards, the dog or handler may be removed immediately 
from the premises, and the committee should file a 
misconduct report with AKC headquarters.
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In the end, the role of the judge stands as one of the 
greatest responsibilities within the field trial community. It is 
not simply a matter of scoring performances—it is a matter 
of upholding the integrity of the sport itself. Every decision 
rendered should be grounded in what is directly observed 
on that given day, in those specific conditions, with no 
allowance for assumption, reputation, or outside influence.

Judging requires more than a sharp eye; it demands a 
deep understanding of how dogs use the wind, work 
cover, and respond to game. A judge must be able to 
read scenting conditions as fluently as the dog reads the 
terrain—recognizing how wind direction, humidity, and 
terrain affect the dog’s ability to locate and flush birds. 
With this understanding comes the responsibility to credit 
intelligent work, even when it does not result in game, and 
to penalize errors in judgment or obedience with clarity 
and consistency.

Judges must also operate in partnership—with their co-
judges, the marshal, and the field trial committee. Clear 
communication and mutual respect ensure that placements 
are fair and well-earned. The entire process should reflect 
professionalism, transparency, and fairness, leaving no 
doubt that the dogs selected for recognition were truly the 
most deserving.

Finally, a judge must always strive to be above reproach—
not just in fact, but in appearance. As stewards of the sport, 
we must lead by example. Our conduct, preparation, and 
commitment to the rules and spirit of the trial serve as 
the standard for others to follow. This is not a task for the 
faint-hearted, but for those who love the breed, respect the 
work, and honor the tradition.

The field trial, after all, is not just a competition. It is a 
proving ground for the future of the spaniel.

SUMMATION
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