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Guide to Holding an AKC® Canine Experience 
 
 
Thank you for your interest in holding an AKC Canine Experience education event. 
 
The AKC Canine Experience is a large, local, multi-club, multi-sport event that introduces and 
welcomes owners of newly AKC-registered puppies to and educates them about the sport of 
purebred dogs. The day-
long event features 
educational presentations 
followed by a match, 
during which new 
exhibitors and future 
fanciers practice their 
newly-learned skills.  
 
The purpose of the Canine 
Experience is to attract new 
exhibitors and club 
members and spark an 
interest in AKC events. The 
AKC conducted a successful pilot program in February 2007. Several weeks after that first 
Canine Experience in Raleigh, North Carolina, over 100 new exhibitors who had participated in 
the Canine Experience pilot participated in their first point shows at a local cluster. Since then, 
local clubs throughout the country have joined together to hold their own Canine Experience 
events. This guide was created to assist you when conducting the AKC Canine Experience in 
your area.  
 
The key concept behind the AKC Canine Experience is participation and cooperation by multiple 
clubs. As you begin planning for your Canine Experience, be sure to invite all your local all-
breed, specialty, Obedience and Agility clubs to participate. Each organization should be 
prepared to present information concerning its specific activities and breeds. Encourage 
attendees to talk to the different organizations to help them decide which sports they are 
interested in and find available training opportunities. 
 

New and Different  
Many people enjoy watching dog shows on television but don’t realize that dog showing is a fun, 
family sport that is easy to get involved in. The AKC Canine Experience is an invitation and 
opportunity for dog lovers and potential fanciers and their families to learn the basics of AKC 
dog events, handling, and basic grooming for their dog. Introductory programs are followed by a 
match to reinforce newcomers’ learning in a relaxed, friendly environment. Participation in a 
large dog show or trial can be intimidating to newcomers. The Canine Experience replaces 
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intimidation with education and hands-on experience and provides an opportunity for new 
owners to learn about local kennel clubs, meet their members, and ask questions of seasoned 
exhibitors. New exhibitors should also be introduced to the AKC’s New Exhibitor Mentor 
program. Giving new exhibitors personal one-on-one attention greatly benefits both the new 
exhibitors and the clubs that participate. 
 
The primary goal of the AKC Canine Experience is to attract and educate new exhibitors. The 
most important aspect of this event is the well-organized presentation of basic skills and the 
personal mentoring provided by experienced exhibitors and club members.  The “match” portion 
of the Canine Experience provides an opportunity for participants to practice their new skills. 
 
Your club’s experience with hosting sanctioned B 
matches will prove invaluable to hosting a Canine 
Experience. However, as soon as you start considering 
conducting an AKC Canine Experience, it’s essential to 
realize that this is something new and different. This 
event must:  

Who You Gonna Call? 
Once you’ve set a date and 
location for your Multi-club 
AKC Canine Experience, 
complete an AKC 
Sanctioned Match 
application form (part no. 
AES999) and contact Tim 
Thomas, Field Staff Judging 
Liaison (919) 816-3639
or tjt@akc.org.  

 Be conducted collaboratively by multiple clubs. 
Once the AKC receives a request for a Canine 
Experience, AKC will send an email to all area 
clubs asking them to participate in the event.   

 Provide friendly and crucial one-on-one 
mentoring opportunities for novices from the 
moment they walk into your venue.  

 Welcome newcomers individually and leave 
participants with a positive impression of AKC 
shows and events. 

 Provide the opportunity to learn. Novices must be able to ask veteran kennel club 
volunteers and potential future mentors questions face-to-face while taking their first 
steps into the Conformation, Obedience and Rally rings.  

 

Goals 

The goals of a Canine Experience are to: 
 Introduce and recruit newcomers to the sport. 
 Educate the public about the sport of purebred dogs, the AKC, their breeds and 

responsible dog ownership. 
 Match new exhibitors with breed mentors. Where local mentors aren’t immediately 

available, refer newcomers to the AKC’s New Exhibitor Mentoring program. 
 Attract and recruit new club members. 
 Forge stronger relationships between kennel clubs in the area. 
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Financial Responsibility 

All participating clubs should work together to develop and agree on a financial plan for the 
event. 
 

Timeline 

Allow four to five months to prepare and coordinate an AKC Canine Experience. 
 
As soon as possible:  

 Coordinate this event with other clubs: all-
breed, Obedience, Agility, group and specialty 
clubs. The education portion of a Canine 
Experience requires organized presentations and 
lots of individual mentoring. Experienced 
exhibitors from as many AKC breeds and sports 
as possible are necessary to answer questions 
and assist new exhibitors.  Again, this is NOT a 
single-club event! 

 Designate an event chairperson – this position 
requires both leadership and organizational skills 
and the time to do it. This person will be the 
AKC’s primary contact for the event. 

 Select a date with minimal conflict with any 
other dog shows or events in your locale.  Make 
every effort to schedule the Canine Experience 
immediately prior to the closing date for local 
shows. Plan to instruct new exhibitors about how to enter point shows, and provide 
them the opportunity to enter shows while at the AKC Canine Experience. This will 
increase the entry for your upcoming shows.  

All clubs that participate 
significantly in the AKC 
Multi-club Canine 
Experience will receive 
credit for holding a 
Sanctioned B Match. Only 
one AKC Sanctioned Match 
Application, submitted by 
the event chair, is necessary 
for the event. After the 
event, the match chair will 
provide AKC with a list of 
all clubs who contributed 
significantly to the event. 

 Once you’ve set a date and location, contact the AKC Judging Operations Department 
(Tim Thomas, (919) 816-3639, or tjt@akc.org) and complete an AKC 
Sanctioned Match application form (part no. AES999).  

 Invite a superintendent. The 
superintendent may provide ring 
equipment, arm bands, ribbons (with 
AKC logos and “AKC Canine 
Experience”), etc. AKC suggests 
awarding participation ribbons to 
each entrant. 

 Secure the participation of a helpful 
general purpose dog supply vendor who 
will offer a wide range of dog products 
including leads, collars, crates, 
grooming equipment and products 
specific to the exhibitors’ breeds.  
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Goals 
 
 Welcome new participants, 

introduce them to the sport, 
and assist them with 
appropriate advice and 
information for them to enjoy 
the sport of purebred dogs 
and continue as enthusiasts.  

 Unite all the AKC clubs in a 
community to offer a diverse 
system of resources for new 
participants. 

Three to four months before: 
 Meet with clubs and assign a Canine 

Experience chair and coordinating committee. 
 Develop a communications plan. List your 

event on local community calendars, place ads, 
print fliers, etc. (see “Spreading the Word: PR 
Tips and Tools” on the AKC website at 
http://www.akc.org/pdfs/press_center/spreadin
gtheword.pdf). Publicize locally to attract 
experienced exhibitors as well as the novice. 

 AKC will invite local clubs to the event. An 
AKC Sanctioned Match application form (part 
no. AES999) must be approved before 
invitations can be sent. 

 
Six weeks prior to event:  

AKC will e-mail owners of newly eligible 
registered dogs (puppies from 3 months to 18 
months old) within a 100-mile radius of your 
event announcing the coming event.  

New Exhibitors: The 
Statistics 
 
 20 percent of dogs shown 

exhibit in two or fewer 
shows. 

 30 percent of dogs shown 
exhibit in four or fewer 
shows. 

 38 percent of dogs shown 
exhibit in six or fewer shows. 

 
      Two weeks prior to event: 

AKC will e-mail an invitation to the event, again 
to owners of newly eligible registered dogs, with 
specific information about your event and the 
appropriate contact information (or any other 
appropriate information provided to AKC). 
  
       

 

AKC Support 
The AKC will provide banners, AKC resource materials for distribution at an education booth or 
table staffed by local Public Education Coordinators and logo banners for the show area. 
 
The AKC will invite local clubs and participants (see above “Timeline” section) to the event. 
 
Publicity 

 Will post information about your event on the AKC web site.  
 Upon request, AKC will provide a sample press release you can customize to send to 

media outlets in your area.  
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Match Day: Essential Elements 

Entrance 

Enlist a number of experienced exhibitors from 
participating clubs to greet guests and their dogs as 
they enter the event.  
 
Greeters should be standing at the entrance to 
welcome individuals and accompany them and their 
dogs to the entry table. Greeters should distribute a 
one-page site map and schedule information 
directing exhibitors to check the centrally located 
bulletin board, explain layout, and mention that 
multiple presentations occur throughout the morning 
and that participants should move freely from 
presentation to presentation. Keep at least one 
person permanently posted at the entrance to the event and be sure that participants are 
welcomed, assisted, and can find in their breeds’ group area. 

 

Entry Table 

Participants complete entry forms, proceed to the treasurer and pay the applicable fee. Entry 
forms should ask whether an individual is a new exhibitor. The treasurer stamps it as paid and 
should provide an armband. Then entrants proceed to respective group position (or other sport 
check-in tables, such as Obedience or Rally) to have their dog entered in the judge’s book.  
 
 Entry Table Suggestions: 

 Dog club members answer questions and help entrants complete entry forms.  
 Provide a sample registration form that is color coded with the information needed on 

the entry form to show how all required entry information can be easily obtained at 
home. 

 Entry recorded in group judging book (one staffer per group recommended.) 
 
The AKC recommends using color-coded binders, notebooks or folders to designate each 
group’s entries.  

 
For Obedience and Rally, clubs may want to consider issuing tickets or an alternate method to 
record entrants. Obedience and Rally should be offered as a “C” match that entrants can enter 
multiple times. Entrants can report to the assigned ring with a ticket or voucher, and stewards can 
place them in the class on a first-come, first-served basis. 
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Superintendent 

Superintendents can play an important role in a Canine Experience. They should explain the 
services they provide, have information and premium lists available for upcoming events, have 
sign-up sheets for mailing lists and future premium lists, and assist exhibitors in completing 
entry forms. These superintendents provide a wealth of experience and can answer most 
questions exhibitors have concerning entries and events.  
 

Morning Presentations/Demonstrations 

Multiple 20-minute presentations occur simultaneously in different rings throughout the 
morning. 
 

1.  Overview of/Introduction to Dog Shows 
An experienced presenter explains the basic information a new exhibitor will need to 
know at their first dog show: a friendly explanation of how a dog show is organized, the 
role of the judge, ring steward, superintendent, AKC field rep, and helpful information 
concerning unloading, armbands, the grooming area and other general information.  
 
Resources, such as A Beginner’s Guide to Dog Shows (GESHW1), A Beginner’s Guide 
to Agility (GEAGL2), A Beginner’s Guide to Obedience (GOBED2), and A Beginner’s 
Guide to Rally (GORLY1), will be available for the Public Education Coordinator (PEC) 
education booth at your show. You may view the text of these publications online at 
www.akc.org or order a copy in advance from orderdesk@akc.org. 
 
(Note: This presentation may or may not occur in a ring)  
  

2. Handling Demonstration  
An experienced handler presents the basics of handling, 
including stacking, gaiting patterns, and basic ring 
etiquette. Presenters must be familiar with the table, 
ramp, and floor breeds, as well as appropriate collars 
and leads. After watching the handling presentation, 
individual hands-on practice rings will be available.  
  
 Suggestions: 

 One presenter 
 Numerous handlers with a variety of dogs 

of different breeds to demonstrate 
handling techniques (a dog of at least one 
breed that is stacked on the floor, table or 
ramp). 
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3. Hands-on Handling Class/Jr. Handling 
Two rings recommended: one for table-stacked and ramp breeds, one for floor-stacked 
breeds. Seasoned handlers provide one-on-one instruction to newcomers and novices who 
practice with their dogs. Volunteers will serve as the practice judge, stewards, and breed-
specific instructors.  If feasible, separate juniors into their own ring. Have experienced 
juniors serve as mentors.   

        
4. Grooming Demonstration 

At least three experienced 
groomers, one specializing in 
long-haired breeds, one  
specializing in wire-haired, 
one specializing in smooth, 
should be at stations/tables in  
a ring giving basic grooming 
tips and advice for appropriate 
grooming equipment to 
attendees. 
 

5. Grooming Assistance 
In a separate ring, experienced 
groomers offer one-on-one 
grooming assistance to 
attendees. This station presents a great opportunity for specialty clubs to provide breed-
specific advice. 

6. Group Area/Benching 

Set this area up by groups. Specialty club tables need to be located in their appropriate 
group areas. As with all club volunteers working the match, especially encourage 
specialty club members to help novices with breed-specific handling, exhibiting and 
grooming information.  Inform novice owners about other sports that are available for 
their breeds. 

 

The Match 

Conformation 

The entrants prepare and exhibit 
in the AKC Canine Experience 
with their mentors’ guidance 
and assistance. 

Obedience and Rally 

AKC suggests holding an O-C 
Match. The informal training-
class nature of an O-C Match is 
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particularly appropriate for new exhibitors. Keep in mind, this is a labor-intensive day. Do 
justice to this great sport by scheduling workers as you would for a show; be sure volunteers 
have sufficient breaks to keep refreshed 
and enthusiastic. 

 
If possible, designate two rings for 
Obedience: one ring for the novice class 
and another for open or utility classes. If 
only one ring is available, begin with the 
novice class because it is geared to new 
exhibitors. Avoid making newcomers 
endure a long wait before getting their first 
experience in the Obedience ring.  

 
Designate a separate ring for Rally (this 
ring could be used for an Agility 
demonstration during the early morning registration period). Start with novice and work toward 
higher classes.  

 
Start Obedience early in the morning before Conformation, with classes, not demonstrations. 
Offer an introduction to and explanation of Obedience in conjunction with the classes by 
strategically placing two to five designated, knowledgeable and experienced Obedience 
spokespeople/fanciers around the outside of the ring who will invite and carry on running 
dialogue with onlookers and participants during competition. Make signs, such as “Ask Me,” and 
place them on the back of the spokespeople’s/fanciers’ chairs. These fanciers/spokespeople must 
be friendly, outgoing, enthusiastic, and knowledgeable. Provide ample space/seating for new 
participants and spectators to gather, sit, listen and ask questions of the Obedience spokespeople. 
Spokespeople should invite onlookers into conversation and can give “play-by-play” 
commentary, explaining what is going on in the ring, the roles of the judge, steward, handler, and 
participant in the ring or may explain other aspects and answer general and specific questions 
about the sport. 

Agility 

Conduct an Agility demonstration for about 45 
minutes early in the morning in the ring designated for 
rally while registration for Obedience and Rally is 
taking place (from 8:15 to 9 a.m., for example, if 
judging is to begin at 9:15). Encourage participants 
interested in Agility to talk with the different Agility 
clubs and organizations present at the AKC Canine 
Experience to find out how they can start Agility 
training with their dogs. Keep in mind that the 
purpose of the AKC Canine Experience is to introduce 
and recruit newcomers to the sport of purebred dogs, 
not to give them on-the-spot Agility training. AKC 
recommends conducting only an Agility 

When possible, include 
Obedience, Rally and Agility in 
the same building or area as the 
conformation rings, providing 
easy spectator access to all 
events. Keeping the events 
together is a great way to give 
new exhibitors a more 
encompassing glimpse of the 
exciting and diverse range of 
AKC events they may enjoy 
participating in with their dogs.

8 



9 

demonstration in the ring and inviting a variety of Agility and training organizations with 
members on hand to talk to prospective participants about how to get started in the sport.  

AKC Canine Good Citizen®  

Set up an additional area for AKC Canine Good Citizen introduction and/or evaluation. Explain 
the benefits of CGC evaluations.  Any dog not eligible for AKC registration or competition can 
be directed to this area. 
 

Other 

Stand out in the crowd 

For many attendees, your Canine Experience will be their first time in a dog-show environment. 
Be sure to make your volunteers easily recognizable. Name badges, color-coordinated clothing 
or customized shirts for the event are worth considering.  

Announcements 

Be sure to have some sort of PA (public address) system to announce when entries close or 
remind people to check a certain area, such as a whiteboard set up near the entry table, for the 
latest schedule updates. Keep in mind that new exhibitors have little experience. Dog show 
information we take for granted may be totally unknown to the novice.  Provide as much ring, 
schedule and location information as possible. You might consider thanking the participating 
clubs. This will acknowledge their presence and also remind them to sign in if they haven’t done 
so already. 

Rewards 

Keep a list of the clubs and individuals that participate in the event. Send them a thank you e-
mail and please send the lists to the AKC Public Education department for our records.  
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