
JUDGES WORKSHOPS

2026
Please turn cameras and mic 

off
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Rules for presentation

Please mute your microphone

Please submit questions via the CHAT feature

If you submit a question and we don’t answer it, we will try to via 

email
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DIRECTOR OF JUDGE DEVELOPMENT
Bridget Nielsen
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Responsibilities:

Apprentice Judge Program

Guidelines, process, and transparency

Acting Senior Judge Program

Guidelines, process, and transparency

Judges Continuing Education

Developing diverse committee to explore new options

Invitational Judge Development 

Collaborate with Director of Testing and Inv Team

Judge Misconduct Committee Development (As needed)
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DIRECTOR OF 
JUDGING              

Bridget Nielsen

APPRENTICE 
PROGRAM LEAD
Angie Coenen

Peter Wade

Ruth Weiss

Donnie Ebersole

Scott Semrad

TJ McKenzie

Brandon Smith

ACTING SENIOR 
PROGRAM LEAD
Mike O’Donnell

ASSISTANT

INVITATIONAL 
AIMS JUDGE 

DEVELOPMENT.   
Curtis Fry/Jeff 

Rhodes

JUDGES CONTINUING 
EDUCATION                     

Senior Judge/Clinic 
Leader Volunteer

Calling for 
Volunteers
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DIRECTOR OF TESTING
Karen Krautz

Aims, Programs, 
Test Rules

• Updates

• Clarifications

• Revisions & 
Publication

Testing

• Test Approvals

• Judging Team 
Approvals

• Review of test 
evaluation forms & 
feedback to 
chapters

• Data analysis

Invitational Planning 
& Execution

• Logistics

• Grounds & Setup

• Judges

• Regional/Chapter 
Invitational-type 
tests: feasibility



RESULTS OF JUDGES SURVEY

 Only 72 respondents out of 170 judges
 We will keep survey open and resend link….. 

 GUNDOG TEST RETRIEVE STANDARDS
 GUNDOG STEADINESS IN FIELD VS WATER
 Judges concerned about quality of judging Physical 

Characteristics
 Duck Search 
 Concerns about EC overturning former EC decisions
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FUTURE EDUCATION OPTIONS

 ANNUAL WORKSHOP ATTENDANCE (ONLINE OR IN PERSON)?

 ANNUAL MEETING WILL HAVE A HALF DAY WORKSHOP INCORPORATED?

 INDIVIDUAL ONLINE LEARNING MODULES?

 ATTENDANCE AT AIMS/RULES CLINICS?

 CREATING LEARNING CLINICS VIA PODCASTS OR OTHER AVENUES?

 APPRENTICE PROGRAM- IMPROVING ENTRY REQUIREMENTS AND 

APPROVAL STANDARDS.
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 12 AIMS/RULES CLINICS BEING OFFERED THIS YEAR as of 3/7/26
 3 INVITATIONAL CLINICS OFFERED

 ASSIGNMENT OF CLINIC LEADERS:
 If the chapter has pre arranged an approved leader, we 

honor that
 If the chapter is requesting we assign a clinic:

 Send out volunteer email to all clinic leaders.  
 First to respond yes, gets priority
 If nobody responds yes, personal requests of leaders will 

be done
 If all clinic leaders are obligated on requested weekend, 

we will ask chapter to change the requested date.
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AIMS/RULES & INVITATIONAL CLINIC 2026



PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND SAFETY

 Sunglasses OFF – wide brimmed hats off when needed.
 Handling Judge instructs and works with handler and dog
 If dog is being uncooperative and/or showing fear, give handler a chance to gather dog up.
 Other judges assess dog’s demeanor while handling judge inspects the dog.
 Assist Apprentice Judges when NEEDED.  Handling judge needs to double check Apprentice eval.

 Handler must be in control and in possession of the leashed dog at all times
 Judges are NOT allowed to individually walk dog or assess without handler being in control of the 

dog.

 If the dog will NOT allow the coat and/teeth with a “reasonable” effort to check dog.  This means use 
caution and don’t put yourself in harms way. 

 Discuss with handler that the dog will be judged TEMPERAMENT SENSITIVE before they leave the water.

 Handlers need to prepare their dogs for this portion of the test just as we would prepare for field work

 Education campaign with article published in VHD and posted on Social Media to prepare handlers 
for this process.

 Work with chapters at President’s meeting to emphasize that chapters need to work with handlers 
and dogs



AIM & RULES CLARIFICATIONS
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AIMS & RULES CLARIFICATION PROCESS
 KAREN KRAUTZ - DIRECTOR OF TESTING

 Aims Programs Test Rules Team 
▪ Jeff Rhodes – Lead

▪ Curtis Fry
▪ Rick Holt

 Collated incoming comments from the past year, including Annual Meeting feedback, 

and email submissions
 Team proposed clarifications

 Gundog Test Retrieving and Steadiness needed clarification throughout the rule book

 Proposed clarifications were reviewed with the Judge Development Committee
 Team proposed clarifications to the Executive Council and the EC provided feedback

 Team incorporated edits into proposed clarifications and resubmitted to EC
 EC Approved and the updated book was sent to the printer

 Reasons for clarifications:
 Judges survey indicated need to clarify the Gun Dog Test elements

 Annual Meeting feedback indicated need to clarify Gun Dog Test Retrieving and 

Steadiness 
 Less than 200 hard copies remaining in NAVHDA office

 The Director of Testing & the Aims Programs Test Rules Team is responsible for review of and 

revision to the Aims & Rules 

 Feedback is welcome
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2.5 Judges and Judging

New paragraph:

If a judge has accepted a test assignment and is unable to fulfill that 

commitment for any reason, the judge must contact the Director of Judge 

Development, the Director of Testing, and the host chapter to inform them 

that they are unable to judge and why.  Additionally, the judge must work with 

the chapter to find a replacement judge.



2.14 Gunners

Except for Natural Ability, gunners must be at least 18 years of age, possess a 

valid hunting license, have the physical ability to keep up with the dog and 

handler, be a NAVHDA International member in good standing, and should have 

trained and handled a dog at the Utility level. 

Changed must have handled to should have handled.

Removed shot size statement.



3.6 Cooperation

In the Gun Dog, Utility, and Invitational Tests a dog that leaves, mutilates, or 

buries dead game will receive a non-qualifying 0 in overall cooperation and 

cannot receive a prize.

New additional sentence:

The over zealous Natural Ability dog that may mutilate or otherwise consume 

a caught bird may receive a lowered cooperation score, but should not 

receive a 0.
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3.8 Retrieving

Although retrieving is not assessed in the Natural Ability Test, it is a very important aspect of the Gun Dog, Utility, 
and Invitational Tests. Being a reliable retriever is a key trait of the versatile hunting dog. Retrieving a bird or duck from 
either field or water, upon command, is an essential part of these tests.

Ideally, the dog should go straight to the bird, pick it up, and retrieve it directly to the handler. The dog is expected to 
carry the bird with a firm, gentle, and balanced grip. The handler must hold the gun through all field retrieves and until 
the dog is sent on all water retrieves. The gun must never be placed on the ground.

Since releasing a bird during a retrieve could invite the escape of a cripple, the dog should not drop the bird 
while en route to the handler, unless it is obvious that the hold is so insecure as to seriously impede the retrieve. In this 
case, the dog is permitted to put the game down to secure a better hold, provided it does so quickly, without loss of 
control, without taking its mouth off the bird, and then immediately completes the retrieve as described for the specific 
test level. Putting the game down to play, roll or tussle with it must not be confused with an intelligent effort to improve 
a tenuous hold.

NAVHDA defines mutilation as damaging or burying game thus rendering it unfit for the table. Willful mutilation, 
abandoning dead game, or refusing to pick up the bird will result in a non-qualifying 0 in cooperation and requires a 
note on the front side of the scorecard under Comments.

This is the whole of Section 3.8 Retrieving



5 The NAVHDA Advanced Tests
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Gun Dog Test Utility Test Invitational Test

Field

-Search 25 minutes

-Steadiness to flush and 

wing

- Retrieve within reach 
of the handler

-Drag 50 yards

-Search 30 minutes

-Steadiness to flush, 

wing, shot and fall

-Retrieve to hand, hold 

until commanded to 

release

-Drag 100-200 yards + 

bend

-Search 60 minutes in a 

Brace

-Backing

-Steadiness to flush, 

wing, shot and fall

-Retrieve to hand, hold 

until commanded to 

release

Water

-Walking at heel 25 yards

- Steadiness at the blind

- Duck retrieve

-Walking at heel 50 yards

-Steadiness/Remaining at 

blind

-Duck retrieve

-Search for a live duck

-Double marked retrieve

-100-yard blind retrieve

-All walking at heel off 

lead

- Honoring



GUN DOG TEST: CRITERIA FOR JUDGEMENT

For the most part, judging the Gun Dog (GDT) test is the same as judging the Utility (UT) test 
except that the judgement stops at an earlier point or is expected to meet ,a different standard 
which is outlined in the Rules and Aims Book.  For example, GDT steadiness in the field is judged 
the same as UT steadiness in the field, except that judgement for the GDT test stops when the 
shot is taken.  Judging GDT retrieve is based on the same criteria as judging the UT retrieve except 
that a Gun Dog is expected to bring the retrieve within reach of the handler versus to hand, and an 
additional quiet cautionary encouragement or command that results in an efficient retrieve is 
allowed.  These types of examples illustrate the point that even though the standards differ
between the GDT test and the Utility test, judgement is based on the same reasoning.
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6.3 Steadiness by Blind

The dog is expected to stay by the blind until sent for the retrieve but may still receive 

a maximum score if it leaves at the shot. To achieve a minimally passing score, the dog 

must remain steady at least until the duck is thrown. A dog requiring many reprimands, or 

one that leaves the blind, or whines and barks will be penalized
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6.4 Retrieve of Duck

The handler may ask a Judge to hold his or her gun after sending the dog for the retrieve. 

The handler may choose to “handle” the dog that has gone off course with voice, whistle, 

or hand signals. Use of hand signals to direct the dog to the duck may reduce the retrieve 

score. If the dog ignores any commands given, the score in obedience will be lowered.

In order to avoid interference by the judge, the judge does not return the gun to the 

handler.

This is consistent with handling of the gun at the Double Mark.



6.4 Retrieve of Duck

To receive a 4, the dog must retrieve the game within reach of the handler. One encouragement at pick -up, e.g. “good 

dog,” and one additional quiet command or encouragement on the return that results in an efficient retrieve is 

permitted. It is permissible for the dog to drop the bird within reach of the handler, but depending on all other facets of 

the retrieve, this may result in a lowered score. Dropping game at any point of the retrieve that is not within reach of 

the handler should result in a lowered retrieve score. To receive a minimally passing score, the dog must bring the 

duck out of the water onto shore, and it must be accessible to the handler.



6.7 Steadiness on Game

The highest score in steadiness requires that there be quiet, confident teamwork between the dog and handler through 

steady to wing. At this level of testing the dog is permitted to break on the shot. Breaking prior to the shot will result in a 

lowered steadiness score for that individual bird contact and may result in a lowered overall steadiness score. Before 

advancing toward a pointed bird, the handler should position gunners in a manner that will ensure a safe and clean shot 

on the bird. A quiet caution from the handler, e.g., "whoa,” may be given without lowering the score. Any further verbal or 

non-verbal commands may result in a lowered steadiness score for that bird contact and may result in a lowered overall 

steadiness score. A command is defined as anything that a handler does, verbal or non-verbal, to influence the behavior 

of the dog. Once the gunners are in place, the handler must close the gun and flush the bird. When the bird takes flight, 

the handler must shoulder the gun and swing on the bird. Failure to do this may result in a lowered steadiness score. If 

the handler is unable to locate the bird, the judges will give the handler directions to either relocate the dog or heel the 

dog away.



6.7 Steadiness on Game

Change (moved to 6.7 from 6.8)

While at this level of testing dogs are permitted to break on the shot, only 

pointed birds will be shot. Therefore, great care must be taken to shoot 

safely. No shot is to be fired on unsafe, bumped or wild flushed birds.

Also, update to gray box describing GDT steadiness:

Judging Steady to Wing begins when the bird leaves the ground and ends 

when the gun should be fired. 22



6.8 Retrieve of Shot Bird

A good versatile dog happily and promptly retrieves all game for the 
handler. Once commanded by the handler, or after the shot, the dog 
should go directly to the bird, pick it up, and promptly return to the 
handler. To receive a 4, the dog must retrieve the game within reach 
of the handler. One encouragement at pick-up, e.g. “good dog,” and 
one additional quiet command or encouragement on the return that 
results in an efficient retrieve is permitted. It is permissible for the 
dog to drop the bird within reach of the handler, but depending on all 
other facets of the retrieve, this may result in a lowered 
score. Dropping game at any point of the retrieve that is not within 
reach of the handler should result in a lowered retrieve score.



6.9 Retrieve of Dragged Game

To receive a 4, the dog must retrieve the game within reach of the 
handler. One additional quiet command or encouragement on the return 
that results in an efficient retrieve is permitted. It is permissible for the dog 
to drop the bird within reach of the handler, but depending on all 
other facets of the retrieve, this may result in a lowered score. Dropping 
game at any point of the retrieve that is not within reach of the handler 
should result in a lowered retrieve score. If the game is found and then left, 
mutilated, or buried, the drag score will be 0 as will the overall cooperation 
score, no matter how precisely the track is followed.



7.2 Search for Duck

No retrieve of the duck is required. However, if the 
opportunity for a retrieve occurs, such as the duck being 
caught or shot, the retrieve must be successfully completed 
to hand. The best score will be given when the dog returns 
the retrieved duck directly to the handler and waits calmly 
until told to release the bird to hand. 
Any additional commands, other than the 
release, may reduce the overall Search for a Duck score 
and may also cause a reduction in scores for this portion of 
the test in desire, cooperation and obedience.

The word will was changed to may.



7.6 Retrieve of Duck
Change

The handler must stand back from the water’s edge so that the dog must carry the duck out of the 

water. The handler may ask a Judge to hold his or her gun after sending the dog for the retrieve. 

The handler may choose to “handle” the dog that has gone off course with voice, whistle, or hand 

signals. Use of hand signals to direct the dog to the duck may reduce the retrieve score. If the dog 

ignores any commands given, the score in obedience will be lowered

In order to avoid interference by the judge, the judge does not return the gun to the handler.

This is consistent with handling of the gun at the Double Mark.



8.6 Honor by Blind 

The handler will position the dog by the marker at the water’s edge in a 

standing, sitting, or down position with a single command. Once the dog is 

set, a single command to remain in position may be given and the handler 

will position themselves behind the dog at the mark indicated for them. The 

handler will nod their head to signal they are ready to begin the sequence. 

Excessive time taken to get control of the dog and position it will 

affect the score.
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INTERACTIVE PORTION

 VIDEOS WILL BE PLAYED ONCE
 MAKE SURE VOLUME IS UP

 JUDGE WHAT YOU SEE BY OUR CLARIFICATIONS

 SCORE IN THE POLL

 DISCUSSION AND QUESTIONS
28



Four videos will be shown

 I will share thru presentation and hit play.

 SOUND UP!

 Watch and make a score for that retrieve

 Submit answer in poll
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CLOSEOUT ON WORKSHOP

 FUTURE QUESTIONS RE: AIMS/RULES CLARIFICATIONS:

 If you have a burning issue related to AIMS/RULES, Please 

send us an email.   

 If consensus is difficult to find on any element in any test 

or teams need clarifications, please record the issue in 
email and send to Karen Krautz and Bridget Nielsen.  We 

will do our best to answer and send to Clinic Leaders for 
Clarification

EMAIL:
kkrautz@navhda.org

Bnielsen@navhda.org
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HUGE THANK YOU

 Jeff Rhodes

 Curtis Fry
 Karen Krautz

 Angie Coenen
 Mike O'donnel
 Charles Coulter and Renay Thomas

 Brandt Fink
 Rick Holt 31



THANK YOU TO ALL OF OUR JUDGES!!!
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