A beginner's guide to what to do

Good Start
Probably most important, get the weekend off to a good start. Arrive early. Allow plenty of time to drive to the match from home, the motel, or wherever you are staying. Build in time to locate a "camp-site" at the match and to set-up your ex-pens, shade, and other paraphernalia. Parking can sometimes be a little distance from the competition area and you may find yourself making several trips. [You might want to invest in a wheeled cart, if you think you will compete with any regularity.] Some matches have overnight security and permit registrants to set up the night before. This is worth doing if it is at all convenient for you.
Three Key Times
Before the show, read the premium carefully, looking for information about three key times: "measure-in," and "walk-through and briefing," and "judging." The measure-in is something many new competitors don’t allow for in their first matches. Both NADAC and USDAA require all dogs to have at least three official measures by a qualified judge. Usually you must measure-in before you can pick up your registration packet, in the event your dog "measures-up" into another jump height. At a big show, the line of dogs and handlers waiting to measure-in can be long and slow. If you haven’t allowed for this in your planning, you might find yourself in a scramble if you arrive after the dogs start running. Because the match judges must do the measuring, once the events start they will not be available for measuring. Jean Emery found this out the hard way at her first show. She got to the park about the time of the first walk-through, which just happened to be an event she and her dog were entered to run. When she went to pick up her registration packet, she discovered she needed to measure-in, but the judge was already on the course giving the briefing. Jean got very anxious waiting at the measuring station for the judge to come back for the few minutes before the event started. Because of this she missed the walk-through and had to run the course cold. That made for a lot of stress and nerves. Not how you want to experience your first match.
Hurry up and wait
The downside of giving yourself plenty of lead-time in the morning is what Karen Gloor calls "hurry-up and wait." Something inherent in agility matches them. "You’ve got to hurry to get there and register," says Karen, "and then wait a couple of hours until your first class. Then, hurry to walk the course and run your dog, then wait a couple of hours until your next class."
Observe
this is not such a bad thing in your first few matches. Use this time to observe what is going on and the preparations more experienced competitors are making. Especially in a two-ring show, it is often difficult at first to figure out the organization of the event, find out where you should be at a given time, and develop some routines for preparing to run your events.

Watch the runs before you
As you wait your turn, you’ll undoubtedly find yourself watching others running the course. This can be good as you see how others are handling the tricky spots. But don’t let different handling strategies shake your confidence. It’s risky at the novice level to change your plans from the sidelines, without the benefit of trying the change on a walk-through.
Settle your dog
After you’ve set up and checked-in, you should take some time to acquaint your dog with the surroundings and hopefully deflate any inordinate curiosity, so that when it comes time to run, your dog isn’t focused on exploring the terrain. Sylvia Messmer walks her dogs around, checking especially for ringside distractions, "horse poop, loud dogs crated nearby." Annie DeChance and Karen recommend leaving plenty of time to play ball or tug with the dogs. It burns off excess energy, helps acquaint your dog with the surroundings, and calms them with something familiar.
Walk through
While all this is going on, you’ll need to keep one eye on the rings for your event. You’ll have a chance to walk the course before the event, and the judge will give a briefing, setting out the course times, any special instructions, and for novices, often a shortened rundown of the rules and penalties. Near the entrance of the course, gate stewards will check-in dogs. Be sure to let the steward know you are there. This is a good chance to confirm your place in the running order and find out if any dogs ahead of you have scratched.
Elimination
Over time you will develop some routines for those last few minutes before you run, but everyone agrees on one thing. "Potty the dog!!!" says Jennifer Meyer. At nearly every show, you will see a dog get "eliminated" for eliminating on the course. While sometimes this is a result of anxiety, and the disruptive routine of a show, sometimes it’s just a matter of taking enough time with the dog before running to make sure this little matter is taken care of.
Calm down or jazz up
Sylvia, Annie, and Marsha McIntosh like to do some practice jumps with their dog before entering the ring. Karen has developed special routines keyed to their personalities of her dogs: NEA, for instance, needs to get keyed up and enthusiastic; Chakotay, on the other hand, needs to be calmed and reassured. Marsha and Jennifer give their dogs treats as they are waiting their turn - this gets their dog’s focus on them. Sylvia says she has to "tone down my dog’s exuberance or she will go ballistic and not pay attention." You will have to experiment and study your own dog to learn how best to prepare for the ring.

Start line check
As you get to the start line, make it a habit to do an once-over for your dog and yourself. Make sure that collar is off and you’re not wearing a fanny-pack or treat bag, or have treats in your pockets. This will get you disqualified. Karen points out that these are things you’re expected to know, but sometimes newcomers don’t know them or are too nervous to remember.
Watch the timer
Sylvia also points out that it’s important to pay attention to show personnel just before you run. "I did not know to watch the scribe and timer to determine when they were ready," she recalls from her first match. "So I started my first course when the judge was ready. They had to stop me, but they did allow me to start over when they were ready."
Check the course
Jean also recommends taking a quick look over a course to make sure that the jumps and chute tunnel are ready before starting. She didn’t do this on one course, and brought her dog out of the third obstacle, the tunnel, to find someone standing right in front of her resetting the next jump obstacle ahead of him or her. Fortunately, the judge let her run the course again.
Treat your dog well
So you’re at the start line, you’ve followed all this advice, and then, less than a minute later, it is all over. You’ve run your first agility course! Be enthusiastic, treat and play with your dog after you come off the course. "No matter what your performance was, always have plenty of love and treats for the dogs when they come out of the ring," Annie advises.
Marsha points out that no matter what happens on the course this should be a positive experience for the dog. "Most of the mistakes made on a run are the fault of the handler," she observes. "Our dogs react to us—our nerves, our bodies. They want to please, and it is our responsibility not to make them the scapegoats for our mistakes."  "Realize that we have all been humbled in the agility ring," says Karen. "So just have fun."

