
Introduction to Flyball – Course Philosophy 

 Flyball should be fun for dogs and people.  We will use positive  

techniques to teach flyball.  If you’re comfortable with clicker training, 
we highly recommend that you use your clicker in class and when 

practicing at home. 

 Flyball is ‘controlled chaos.’  While there will be many times in class 
and at practices that some of the dogs are off-leash, we expect each 

handler to maintain control over his or her dog at all times. 

 Flyball dogs-in-training need clear information about what 
we expect of them.  To achieve this, for each exercise, you must 
have a clear and achievable goal for the dog.  At early levels, this may 
be as simple as ‘come to me over one jump,’ while later on, your 
expectations may increase to include triggering the box and carrying the 
ball over multiple jumps.  When your dog meets your expectations, 
he/she should receive a valuable reward, usually either food or a toy. 

 Flyball is a team sport, for both dogs and people.  While the 
instructors in this class will help each handler and manage the 
equipment, when you join a team, you will also be expected to help with 
training new dogs, setting up equipment, or other tasks.  At times, your 
dog may need to spend a few minutes crated while you help out your 
teammates.  Helping out your team can be a learning experience and 
lots of fun.  It also gives you more dogs to cheer on as their flyball 
careers progress! 

 Flyball dogs-in-training learn at different rates.  Some dogs 
learn to trigger the box quickly; some take many weeks.  Some dogs 
learn the entire course in a few weeks but then take months to learn to 
pass other dogs.  The speed at which your dog learns flyball does not 
reflect on you as a handler, and slow learners often become flyball stars.  
Keep it fun, and your dog will learn flyball! 

  



Conditioning Your Dog for Flyball 

Flyball is a physically demanding sport.  At a typical 2-day flyball tournament, 

each team competes in 20 heats per day.  Since each dog must jump at least 8 

jumps per heat, even if your dog does not run in all heats, he/she will jump a 

large number of jumps each day.  Height dogs have a particularly challenging 

job, since they jump higher than other dogs relative to their own height.  

Therefore, it’s essential that flyball dogs be in peak physical condition in order 

to compete safely and well. 

Weight 

To determine if your dog is overweight, you should check 3 sites: 

1. neck – push your thumb and index finger deep into your dog’s neck in 

front of the shoulder and pinch.  Your fingers should be ¼ inch apart or 

less. 

2. ribs – you should be able to feel your dog’s ribs without pressing in. 

3. hips – you should be able to feel the bumps of your dog’s pelvic bones 

without pressing down. 

Stretches and Warm-Ups 

Just like humans, dogs need to stretch and warm up before strenuous exercise.  

Fortunately, dogs love to learn tricks when they’re taught using positive 

reinforcement, and many stretching exercises double as entertainment. 

• Bow – you can capture this behavior with a clicker when your dog wakes 

up or lure it with food on the ground (be sure to hold up the dogs back 

end). 

• Circle/spin – lure the dog all the way around in a circle; you may have to 

reward small steps at first.  Teach on both sides. 

• Weave – lure the dog through your legs in a figure eight pattern.   

Eventually, you can teach your dog to do this while you’re walking. 

Routine Maintenance 

• Keep toenails short – check them every week or two. 

• Trim hair on the pads of your dog’s feet to improve 

traction. 



Your Dog’s Job 

• Jump over the 4 hurdles, in order, even if one has been knocked down, 

• Trigger the box, 

• Get the ball, 

• Return over the same 4 hurdles, in order, holding the ball in his/her 

mouth, and 

• Stay in your team’s lane until he/she crosses the finish line. 

Your Job 

• Send your dog across the start line at the best time and from the best 

distance to achieve the closest possible legal pass or the fastest possible 

start time, 

• Stay behind the start line for the entire race, 

• Move out of the way of your teammates while waiting for your dog to 

return to you, 

• Gain control of your dog immediately after his/her return, 

• Reward your dog for a job well done (even if there was an illegal pass or 

a bad start), 

• Be prepared to send your dog again, if he/she missed a jump, dropped 

the ball, or had an illegal pass or false start, 

• Help out your teammates, and 

• Model responsible canine ownership by showing how proud you are of 

your dog, no matter what! 

  



Who’s Who in the Flyball Ring 

Team members 

• Up to 6 dogs, only 4 of which will run in any given heat, and their 

handlers. 

• Box loader – this job looks easy, but it’s not!  If your team has a box 

with multiple holes, the box loader must keep track of which hole the 

ball goes in for each dog and be prepared for dogs that must be re-run 

or for changes in the line-up.  Furthermore, a box loader who doesn’t 

follow the rules about when to step off of the box can lose the heat for 

your team! 

• Ball shagger – collects balls as the dogs return, must stay out of the way 

of handlers and dogs. 

• Pass evaluator – positioned by the start line, provides feedback to each 

handler about the quality of their passes. 

• Other team members – may help with ball shagging, communicating 

among team members, or providing moral support. 

Judges 

• 2 box judges – positioned on the outside of the boxes, their job is to 

watch the dog’s performance over the last jump and at the box and to 

monitor the boxloader. 

• 2 line judges – positioned on the outside of the start line, they record 

which dogs are running in each heat, watch for illegal passes or false 

starts, and monitor the first 3 jumps and the start line. 

• 1 head judge – positioned between the 2 racing lanes, he/she monitors 

all aspects of the races, including determining the winner or each heat. 

  



Rules of Flyball 

Flyball in the US and Canada operates under the auspices of the North 

American Flyball Association (NAFA).  All teams that participate in flyball 

tournaments must belong to NAFA recognized clubs, and each dog must have a 

Certified Racing Number (CRN) from NAFA.  There are two paths to flyball 

glory – winning races and earning points that lead to titles.  At most 

tournaments, a ‘race’ consists of 3-5 heats, and the winner of the majority of 

the heats wins the race.  The team that wins the most races wins the division 

and gets to bring home ribbons and/or prizes.  Dogs earn points, not by 

winning heats, but by running on a team with a fast overall time.  Here’s the 

point breakdown: 

 Total team time Points earned per dog 

<32 seconds 1 

<28 seconds 5 

<24 seconds 25 

Points accumulate over the lifetime of the dog, and they earn titles based on 

the total number of points they have: 

Points earned Title 

20 Flyball Dog (FD) 

100 Flyball Dog Excellent (FDX) 

500 Flyball Champion (FDCh) 

1,000 Flyball Master (FM) 

5,000 Flyball Master Excellent (FMX) 

10,000 Flyball Master Champion (FMCh) 

20,000 Onyx award 

30,000 Flyball Dog Grand Champion (FDGCH) 

As you can see, flyball is truly a team sport – you and your dog can’t succeed 

without the help of many others, canine and human! 

 


