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12 Rat Tails

Patrice and Carlin
CCarlin is my Novice A scent work dog. He (Realta’s Carlin 
O’Whistlestop RN JH MHUA CA SWD SWME SHDN 
TKN) is my very first scent work dog. Both of us started out 
training together as rank beginners in early 2018. And on 
October 9, 2022, together we finished the requirements for the 
highest title in AKC Scent Work: Scent Work Detective. To 
date, Carlin is the first and only IWS to achieve that title, 
although several more are on their way. 

To get to the point where a team can try for the Detective 
title, a dog must have at least one Scent Work Master title. To 
have done that, the team has had to qualify in 3 searches each 
at the Novice, Advanced, Excellent, and Master levels, in at 
least 1 of the 4 “elements”. 

So what’s an element? And what’s a search?
The elements in AKC Scent Work are Buried, Exterior, 

Interior, and Containers. In Buried, the dog searches for odors 
(called “hides”), buried in tubs of sand and/or submerged in 
water, depending on the level. In Exterior and Interior, the dog 
searches for hidden odors inside buildings and outside buildings, 
respectively. And Containers can look like what you might see 
dogs doing in airports, searching boxes, luggage, purses, and 
other closed containers. 

And the levels? Well, the short answer is that depending on 
the level, your dog may be searching for 1, 2, 3, or 4 different 
hides in increasing amounts of space and at increasing heights, 
and with greater complexity. And starting with Interior 
Excellent, the handler does not know exactly how many hides 
there are, only that there is a specified range.

In other words, it gets harder the farther you go. 
But it also gets much more exciting. Irish Water Spaniels are 

hunting dogs. And if they can’t hunt for birds, they can hunt 
for the odor of the essential oils of birch, anise, clove, and 
cypress. And watching my IWS hunt has been one of my 
greatest joys. It’s the thing that has kept me in this game despite 
our many failures.

Unfortunately, I’ve only gotten to see a couple of IWS work 
in demonstrations, and only my IWS in actual trials. So I can’t 
really generalize to how all IWS would work. But I can tell you 
about my Carlin.

Carlin is an enthusiastic hunter, whether for birds or odor. 
At a recent scent work trial, one observer commented that “he 
really puts his work suit on.” Over the years, we’ve had spectators 
come early or stay late, just to watch Carlin run. He exhibits 
such talent and joy in the work. 

When the judge tells me it’s OK to start our search, we wait 
a few moments just outside the start line. Carlin lifts his nose 

and swings his head, checking the air for which direction to 
head to first. But like I said, he’s enthusiastic, and he’s fast, 
which means that when we do start, he often bombs right 
through the start line and into the center of the search area. 
Which also means that, if a judge has put a hide right near the 
start line, Carlin may miss that one at first. So I’ve learned to 
always circle him back to the start line so he can check it.

After that, it’s a dance. Carlin has the nose, and he needs to 
go where he needs to go. But I need to make sure that he’s 
covered the entire search area. In Novice, that was pretty easy 
for us, because search areas at that level are only between 100 
and 400 square feet. But in Detective, the search area can be as 
large as 5,000 square feet and consists of several separate but 
contiguous interior and exterior spaces. 

I’ve been in Detective searches that consisted of two 
classrooms and a play area, or a campground kitchen and a 
section of forest, a large conference room and an amphitheater, 
two small conference rooms and a garden, a series of storage 
rooms and an outdoor ramp, and a horse barn and driveway, for 
a few examples.

By now, Carlin knows the logical objectives: what kinds of 
places are likely to hold hides. At Novice in Interiors and 
Exteriors, these places are often things like under chair or 
bench seats, in toe spaces under cabinets, on the rim of a low 
tub or garbage can. But in Detective, while hides often are in 
those Novice-like places, they can also be anywhere else, at any 
height, and inside of things, like closed cabinets or closets, or 
under high shelves. Or they can be in unexpected places, like 
hanging from a tree branch or in the pocket of a jacket hung on 
a coat rack. Or they can be not on things at all, but in cracks in 
the concrete or shallowly buried in flower pots or gravel.

So when Carlin sees logical objectives, of course I let him go 
to those. But he also has to check the ground and the walls and 
the corners. He needs to check wall signs that may cover a hide, 
or the railings or seams of a ramp, the bark of trees, under rocks 
or stacks of fence panels. He has to check everywhere, and my 
job is to make sure he gets everywhere in the search area. 

My other job is to listen to him. Carlin has to tell me 2 
things. First, he must tell me that he’s found a hide in such a 
way that I know where it is. And at the Master and Detective 
levels (and also in Interior Excellent), he has to tell me when 
he’s found everything and that there are no more to be found. 
At those levels, handlers don’t know how many hides there are. 
We just know a range. So in Master Exterior, for example, there 
are 1 to 4 hides. In Detective, there are 5 to 10 hides. 
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And once he’s told me what he knows, I have to tell it to the 
judge, with “Alert” for a find, and “Finish” when we’re all done. 

And did I mention that all this is timed? At Novice, 2 or 3 
minutes is typical. And for a team that’s trial-ready, that’s often 
enough. But at Detective, the rules say that the judge can give 
from 7 to 15 minutes. In our Detective searches, we’ve most 
often been given 8 or 9 minutes. One time, in a 9-minute 
search, we took 8 minutes, 53.87 seconds. 

In AKC Scent Work, a team does not qualify (NQ ) if they 
haven’t correctly called “Finish” before the time limit, or if they 
miss a hide. They also NQ if they call a hide that doesn’t exist. 
This is called a “false alert”. Carlin and I have had a few false 
alerts. Once, for example, he indicated that he’d found a hide, 
when what he’d really found was a quail wing. He’s a hunting 
dog—I couldn’t be mad at him for that. But mostly, Carlin 
doesn’t false alert. 

Much more often, we’ve NQd because we’ve missed a hide, 
and that’s usually because we didn’t get everywhere, or because 
he wasn’t certain and his indication was too lukewarm for me 
to call. Or, most often, because I just didn’t read his indication 
correctly. 

Once a team gets into Detective, there are a lot of NQs. This 
makes it tough when a dog has to have Qd 10 time to get the 
SWD title. I haven’t seen official statistics, but I’ve heard 
estimates of Detective pass rates everywhere between 10% and 
25%. Based on my own experience in Idaho, Utah, Oregon, and 
Washington, usually 0 to 3 teams pass out of 11 to 18 teams. 
And it’s been much more likely to be 0 to 1 Qs. Several times, 
I’ve been to trial weekends where Detective was offered 4 times 
with 15 teams each, and only a total of 2 teams passed once 
each, the entire weekend. 

But here’s the thing. Detective is exciting. It’s challenging. 
It’s absorbing—one of the few experiences in my life where I 
forget everything else and am just in that moment, in that flow, 
one moment at a time. Of all the dog sports I’ve tried (and I’ve 
tried most open to IWS except agility), scent work and spaniel 
hunt tests (and hunting) require the most active teamwork. But 
AKC Scent Work is a team sport where the dog is in charge 
and the handler is just management and administration. And 
honestly, I think that’s why so many dogs love the sport.

When a team leaves a Detective search, we don’t say anything 
to our fellow competitors about the search, except to give a 
thumbs up or thumbs down. But then, someone will inevitably 
ask, “Did you have fun?” 

And the answer? For Carlin and me, it’s always, “Yes”. Q or 
NQ , it’s always fun. My dog, and probably most dogs at that 
level, always have fun. They don’t know Q from NQ. They just 
know they got to go hunting with their person, and they found 
stuff. Carlin always comes out of a search with a huge IWS 
smile on his face. And Q or NQ , that smile makes it all worth 
it.

Patrice Dodd is an IWS owner, as well as an AKC Scent Work 
judge and competitor . The IWSCA has awarded the #1 IWS Scent 
Work trophy to Carlin three times . Patrice has written about her 
experiences as a competitor in her blog: https://patricedodd .wordpress .
com/tag/akc-scent-work/
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