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Scent Work Rules for Ohio 4-H/Ohio State Fair Participation

Members competing in Scent Work are also required to follow the General Dog Show Rules for Ohio
4-H/Ohio State Fair Participation. Those rules can be found at:
https://ohio4h.org/animalsciences/dog/dog-resources
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County-Use of Ohio 4-H/OSF Dog Rules and Regulations

County usage of all Ohio 4-H/Ohio State Fair Dog Show Rules and Regulations is recommended for
consistency and continuity in the 4-H dog programs throughout the state. However, counties may
adapt The Ohio 4-H/Ohio State Fair Dog Show Rules and Regulations for county level evaluations to
allow for a more positive experience for youth.

Some examples include:

> Adding, deleting or modifying classes offered to accommodate entry numbers or experience, such as
dividing Pre-Novice into Pre-Novice A and Pre-Novice B classes

> Adding “C” classes when needed. At the Ohio State Fair, except for certain advanced obedience
classes, youth are required to move to a higher level if winning. However, depending on the size of
classes at the county level, it may not be feasible for a youth to move to a higher level after winning.
They may be the only youth in the class or may not be ready as a team to move to the higher level.
Therefore, either permitting youth winning first place to repeat a class or creating a “C” class for certain
obedience classes, allows that youth to continue training at the same level to become successful and not
get discouraged, dropping out of the dog project.

> Adapting age divisions for participation. For example, Showmanship and You and Your Dog are
divided into Junior, Intermediate, and Senior classes at the State Fair. Counties may offer Junior and
Senior classes, or even just one Showmanship class, depending on numbers.

» Combining A and B classes. Counties may combine an A and B class into one class provided the class
exercise requirements are the same. However, record-keeping is required to ensure that youth/dog
teams who are inexperienced “A” teams, are recognized as such so that they are not excluded from
participating at the “A” level at the Ohio State Fair in the same 4-H year, if applicable.
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Scent Work Rules for Ohio 4-H/Ohio State Fair Participation

Note: Changes and/or additions for 2026 are underlined.

Note: These Rules and Regulations are in effect for the 2026 Ohio State Fair. It is strongly
recommended that these Rules and Regulations be followed at the county level.

Introduction

Scent Work is a sport that is based on the task of working detection dogs to locate a scent and
communicate to the handler that the scent has been found. Detection is done in a variety of
environments and often during changing conditions. Scent Work is a positive, challenging activity that
allows dogs the opportunity to use their strongest natural sense in a way that is fun, engaging, and that
builds and strengthens a foundation of trust between the handler and dog. For a team to qualify, both
the dog and handler must be working together and able to read each other’s reactions. Communication
and praise of the dog during the search are encouraged. National Scent Work events provide a fun and
safe team activity that is open to all dogs and their owners.

Overview

In the sport of Scent Work, dogs are trained to recognize specific odors, and to alert their handlers when
the odors are detected. Dogs may paw, bark, point with their nose or body, sit, lie down, or use any
other behavior to communicate the location of the odor. Dogs are taken through a search area with
their human team member (“handler”). The dog is the star of the Scent Work trial - the handler guides
the dog’s search only when necessary and lets the judge know when the dog has found the scent. Dogs
complete these searches in a variety of environments, known as “elements.” In 2026 the elements being
offered are Container and Interior. In the Container element the target odor is concealed within a
container (such as a cardboard box), and the dog must indicate in which container the scent is hidden. In
the Interior element, the target odor is concealed on or in an object in an indoor search area. The novice
class will be offered for each element. More classes and elements will be offered at future events with
changes to the difficulty level such as the size of the search area, the number of hides, whether the
number of hides is known or unknown to the handler, and the maximum height of the hides.

Condition of the Dog.

Dogs with physical challenges (including amputees) are eligible to participate provided that, in the
opinion of the judge, they display no signs of physical discomfort and can safely complete the search.
Dogs with bandages, sutures, or visible wounds are not eligible. Deaf dogs and blind dogs are allowed to
enter. Dogs that are both deaf and blind are able to participate so long as the handler is in control of the
dog at all times, the dog can complete the requirements of the class, and the dog does not appear to be
under undue stress in the opinion of the judge.

Handler’s Appearance

Exhibitors should be neat, clean, and well-groomed in appearance. They should wear clothing that is

comfortable to handle in and appropriate for dog shows. Clothing should not distract, limit or hinder the

judge’s view of the dog. Youth with long hair should tie it back to keep it from interfering with handling

or the judge’s view.

~ Acceptable clothing for all classes includes slacks, dressy shorts, skorts, capri or crop pants, colored

dress jeans, collared blouses and shirts, polo shirts, or similar attire, closed-toe shoes, rubber-soled
shoes, flats, and similar type footwear.
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~ Inappropriate clothing includes clothing that is too tight or too revealing, such as short skirts, short
shorts, tank tops, halter tops, spaghetti straps, low cut blouses or shirts, shorts hanging too low on
the waist, clothing with holes or tears in the fabric, blue jeans, faded or torn jeans of any kind, or
other similar types of clothing. Do not wear shirts with club names or logos, or clothing with
lettering and distracting or offensive wording or designs. Do not wear hats. Do not wear sandals,
open-toed shoes, high-heeled shoes, clogs, or similar type footwear. Exhibitors dressed may be
excused from the show ring.

Dog’s Appearance

Dogs must be clean, well-brushed and in good physical condition appropriate for the dog’s age. The coat
must be free from mats and loose hair. Dogs are not permitted to be dyed or colored in any way. If coat
or nails show any evidence of dye or coloring, the score sheet will reflect a major point deduction.

Hair in Dog’s Eyes
Any dog whose hair surrounding the eyes, ears, or beard interferes with its performance may have its hair
tied back with elastic bands or small plain barrettes. Ribbons or bows are not permitted.

Collars

~ Acceptable collars while searching: Well-fitting plain buckle or quick release collars. Flat securely
attached tags are permitted on these collars. Nothing may be hanging from the dog’s collar.
Harnesses are acceptable for Scent Work with or without collars.

~ Acceptable collars while outside the search area: Head halters, slip collar, choke chain, fancy collars,
harnesses and studded collars are permitted on dogs.

~ Unacceptable collars anywhere on the Fairgrounds: Pinch collars, collars with prongs or spikes on
inside or outside, electronic collars, or any other special training collars, or muzzles. Youth are
subject to disqualification from showing and removal from the Fairgrounds if their dogs are seen
wearing these collars or devices.

Leashes
For Scent Work classes, leashes can be of any material, long lines are allowed within the search area.
Dogs must be kept on a 6’ leash when brought in and taken out of the search area.

Alert Signal

Handlers must confirm the dog’s alert verbally with the word “Alert” when the dog indicates a find. If a
verbal confirmation is not possible due to environmental factors or a handler’s disability, the handler
may inform the judge of an alternate confirmation, such as an obvious hand signal. The “Alert” call stops
the official search time.

Maintaining the Integrity of the Search
Handlers may not share any information about the search, the location of the hide, or their performance
(aside from a thumbs up or thumbs down) until all teams have run the class.

Surfaces
Search areas should provide firm and safe footing for dogs and handlers. Searches are frequently done
across natural, uneven surfaces and handlers should be aware of and prepared for this possibility.

Observing, Interference and Double Handling
As most search areas will have limited space, observation is limited. Upon permission from the judge
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exhibitor may allow an observer. Assistance, interference, or attempts to control a dog from outside the
ring is not permitted.

Fouling the Ring

A dog fouling the search area is a non-qualifying fault. The exhibitor and his/her dog may not be excused
from the ring. Judging is to continue once the area is properly cleaned. Fouling includes urine, feces or
vomit. In exceptionally poor ring conditions, judges must confer with the show committee and other
judges to determine scoring if fouling should occur.

Staging Area

A “staging area” out of view of the search area(s) will be established. The staging area and search area(s)
shall be separated by geographical features, walls, and/or artificial barriers. Signs will be posted so that
no person inadvertently wanders in view of the search area. Ensure that exhibitors will not be in view of
the search area when arriving or leaving the site.

Spectator Area

Spectators are encouraged. A dedicated spectator area for each class should be established, where
people can convene to watch the search, whenever feasible. Tape or flags to delineate may be used to
define the boundaries of the spectator area so that no spectators inadvertently enter the search area.
No dogs are permitted in the spectator area(s).

Demo Dog

After the hide(s) have been set, an accomplished search dog that is not entered in the class will run the
course. This is to evaluate the real-world difficulty of the search, as designed. If the demo dog
encounters unexpected difficulty, the judge should consider adjusting the hide location(s). In no case
may an entered dog be run during trial setup as the demo dog and receive credit toward titles.

Rewarding the Dog

After a handler has called "alert" the judge will confirm with a yes or a no. If the handler was correct, the
handler may choose to reward a dog with food or toy rewards. Food rewards or toy rewards should not
leave residue/crumbs and should not touch the containers or surfaces or otherwise disturb the search
area. Rewards may be kept in a pocket or treat pouch during the search. Handlers are permitted to give
rewards (food or toy) at the start line and at any time during the search at their discretion so long as it
does not disturb the search area.

Handler’s Briefing

Judges shall conduct a short handler’s briefing prior to the start of each class. The handler’s briefing shall
take place in view of the search area. In the handler’s briefing the judge shall explain if there is an off-
leash option, how many hides there are (if the number of hides is known), the maximum height of the
hides, and communicate the maximum time for the course. Judges may also remind exhibitors of the
basic rules, if desired. Exhibitors will be able to ask any questions about the search area at this time.
Judges may state the number and type of distractions but shall not point out the specific distractions.
Exhibitors may ask for a clothing exemption if they are coming from a class that requires costumes
(Freestyle, Drill Team). Exemptions must be preapproved and are at the discretion of the judge.

Judging
Judges should follow AKC regulations as shown in the AKC Scent Work regulations.
https://images.akc.org/pdf/rulebooks/RSWO001.pdf
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Qualifying Performances and Awards

A Qualifying Performance

The dog’s performance is judged on a qualify/non-qualify basis. A qualifying performance is achieved
when the handler successfully locates and calls all hides in a search area within the time allowed for the
class without committing any non-qualifying faults.

Dog Alerts

No specific or formal alert behavior is required from the dog, but there must be a change in behavior
from the dog such that the judge can tell that the dog has found the scent. The change in behavior may
be extremely subtle, for example, a turn of the head or twitch of the ears.

Non-Qualifying Faults

— The following behaviors will result in a non-qualifying performance.

— The handler calls “Alert” on the incorrect location.

— The maximum time for the class or search area is exceeded.

— The handler is not able to point to the location of the hide when asked by the judge

— Any harsh handling or harsh corrections by the handler.

— The handler allows the dog to disrupt the search area unduly. This includes excessive food residue,
or intentional biting, hard scratching, pouncing or other by the dog that causes damage to the
container/object/area. Cases in which a dog’s nose or feet get caught on containers or other objects
shall not be considered a disruption of the area.

— The dog eliminates (urinates, defecates, or vomits) in the search area.

Excusals

— Dogs should be excused from the search if, in the opinion of the judge, any of the criteria below are
met. Dogs excused from a search may still be allowed to compete in other classes in which they are
entered, at the discretion of the judge. A dog who is excused from a search must vacate the search
area immediately.

— The dog is not under the handler’s control.

— The dog or handler stops working or performs disruptive behavior for 10 or more seconds after
warning from the judge.

— The dog shows signs of extreme stress or fear.

— The handler receives assistance from a spectator or another handler.

— The handler requests to be excused, for any reason.

— Other reasons, at the judge’s discretion.

Awards
A gold medal will be presented to a team receiving a qualifying run.
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Odor Search Division

Odors
Novice classes shall utilize Birch only.

Container Searches

The Container search element is based on the work of detection dogs to search packages for
contraband. In the Container classes the dog must locate the target odor(s), which is/are hidden in one
or more containers within a search area and communicate the find to their handler. A container can be a
cardboard box, a backpack, a briefcase, a storage bin, a piece of luggage, etc., as required by difficulty
level. Container searches may be conducted either inside or outside. A recommended size for the search
areais 11’ x 16’ to allow for 3’ to the side of each box. Handlers will have 2 minutes to complete the
search.

Interior Searches

The interior search element tests the dog’s ability to locate the target odor in an indoor search
environment. An interior area is defined as one that protects airflow from intruding from the outside (it
must have four solid walls. It is recommended that walls reach the ceiling. Doors and windows are
permissible as long as they are able to be closed (though whether they need to be closed for the search
is at the discretion of the judge). The search will take place inside a room or rooms in a building or
permanent structure (such as an office, classroom, kitchen, bathroom, warehouse, shed, recreational
vehicle, etc.). The entire room need not be utilized for the search area, but if part of the room is
excluded from the search area, the boundaries should be clearly delineated with colored adhesive tape,
caution tape, plastic fencing, or by some other method. Recommended search area is 50 to 150 square
feet. The minimum and maximum time is between 1 and 3 minutes, but the actual time limit in each of
these classes will be determined by the judge after the demo dog runs.

Earning Scent Work Titles Outside of 4-H

Exhibitors showing their dogs at any Licensed or Member Scent Work Trial or at a Sanctioned Match
must show their dogs at the same or higher-level classes than they are showing in AKC, UKC, or other
titling shows. Fun matches do not apply. For 2026, any team can enter Novice, regardless of previous
titles earned.

Scent Work Classes Offered at 2026 Ohio State Fair
The following Scent Work classes will be offered at the Ohio State Fair:

Container — Novice
Interior - Novice

Scent Work Classes Information
Scent Work is a different type of discipline than the other ‘obedience’ based disciplines. Moving up in one
discipline or element does not mean a mandatory move-up in another discipline or element.

Handlers are permitted to talk, praise, encourage, give additional commands and or signals to direct the
dogs, however they should recognize this is the dog’s skill, the handler does not need to direct the dog
after they pass the start line. The handler’s job is to recognize when the source of the hide is found and
announce “Alert” to the judge.
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At any time during the performance, loud or harsh commands and intimidating signals, touching the
dog, unless for praise, or any physical corrections will be penalized. Any kind of whistling is prohibited.
Youth may show a maximum of one project dog per each level (Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, and
Excellent) within each element (Container, Interior, Exterior, Buried). 2026 only Novice container and
Novice interior will be offered. A handler may run one dog in both classes or one dog in novice container
and a different dog in novice interior. A handler may only enter each class once.

Glossary of Scent Work Terms
(Taken from AKC Scent Work Regulations)

Accessible Hide - A hide that is reachable by a dog such that he is able to put his nose on it.

Active Search Area - A search area is defined as “active” if the hides have been set (if there is odor
present).

Alert - A communication from the handler to the judge that the dog has indicated the location of the
scent.

Alert Behavior - see “Indication.”

Auditory Distraction - Any unusual sound in the search area. May be continuous or spontaneous,
automatic or controlled.

Blank Area - A search area in which there are no hides. The dog must search and the handler must call
“Finish” to proceed to the next search area.

Change of Behavior - Behavior by the dog which makes it clear to the judge that the dog has found the
scent. This could be subtle, such as movement of the ears, or overt such as sitting or pawing at the
location.

Class - A particular element and difficulty level (ex - Novice Container, Advanced Exterior, etc.)

Contamination - When a handler or dog violates the integrity of the search area or hide such that
significant time, replacement objects, or relocation of the hide are required to bring the course back
to usable condition.

Demo Dog - An accomplished search dog (who is not entered in the class) that is used by the judge to
evaluate the real-world difficulty of the search. The demo dog helps the judge to understand whether
the odor is behaving as they expected and allows them to adjust hide locations accordingly.

Difficulty Level - Novice, Advanced, Excellent, or Master.

Element - A particular search environment. The elements are Container, Interior, Exterior, and Buried.

Excusal - When a team is asked to stop searching and leave the search area in response to specific
conditions or behaviors on the part of the dog or handler.

Fault - An error, by the dog or handler, that impacts score or results.

Find - A hide that has been located by the dog and called by the handler.

Food Distraction - A food distraction may be any dog or human food other than chocolate, grapes,
avocados, onion, cherries or anything containing xylitol. The food distraction must be contained such
that the dog that is searching cannot consume the food.

Handler - The individual who takes the dog through the search.

Hide - A hide refers to an instance of the target odor within the search area. Depending on the difficulty
level and element the class may have multiple hides. All hides must be located and called in order to
achieve a qualifying score.

Hide Steward - The individual at the trial who is in charge of placing the scented article in the location
designated by the judge in the Handler Discrimination classes.

Human Distraction - A human, other than the judge or other officials, who is present in the search area
to serve as a distraction.
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Inaccessible Hide - A hide that no dog, of any size, shape, or agility can put its nose on.

Indication - An indication (or “Alert Behavior”) is a behavior on the part of the dog that is intended to
communicate to the handler that the target odor has been found.

Judge - The official who evaluates the handler-dog team’s performance during the event. The judge is
responsible for course design and selecting the hide location, issuing NQ faults and excusals when
necessary, and making the final call on any and all matters dealing with a search performance.

Mimic Distraction - An object (such as a statue or stuffed animal) that depicts a realistic-looking animal,
placed in the search area to serve as a distraction.

Non-Food Distraction - A non-food distraction is an item other than food that might be enticing to a
searching dog. Non-food distraction may be one of the following items - tennis ball, dog toy, (empty)
dog dish, dog brush, leash, or harness. No other items are permitted to be used as the non-food
distraction.

Non-Qualifying Performance (NQ) - A Non-Qualifying performance is a run in which the handler-dog
team does not satisfy the requirements for the run to be recorded on the dog’s record and to count
toward titles.

Odor Search Division - Classes in which the target scent is one or more of the specified essential oils.

Official Timer - The person responsible for keeping the search time of each handler-dog team. This
person shall monitor and record the actual time it takes the team to complete the search, ensure that
the team does not exceed the maximum allowable time for the search, and provide a 30 second
warning to the team when required.

Physical Barrier - An object that is solid and flush with the ground, or two rows of hanging tarps/curtains
that reach the ground with at least one foot of space between them, used for the purposes of
separating active search areas. Must be at least five (5) feet in height.

Qualifying Performance (Q) - A Qualifying performance (or “Q”) is a run in which the handler-dog team
satisfies the requirements for the run to be recorded on the dog’s record and to count toward
completion.

Reward/Reinforcer - Any object or handler behavior (such as food or petting) that serves to mark and
encourage a dog to repeat a desirable behavior.

Running Order - The sequence in which the dogs entered in each class will be run. The trial may deviate
from the published running order if a conflict exists or if it facilitates the smooth running of the trial.

Scent Aid - A cotton ball or cotton swab that is permeated with the target odor. The scent aid is placed
inside a scent vessel and then hidden in the search area.

Search Area - The area on the trial grounds where the actual searching and judging activities take place.

Spectator - An individual who is not involved in the administration of the trial who observes a team’s
search performance. A spectator may be related or may be a stranger to the search team.

Staging Area - An area on the trial grounds out of view of the search area(s). The staging area will
include all parking, crating, warm-up, and waiting areas, as well as the secretary’s table for check-ins,
and posting of running order and results. The staging area and search area(s) shall be separated by
geographical features, walls, and/or artificial barriers.

Start Line - A clearly marked boundary, no wider than 5 feet, beyond which the search area lies. The dog
and handler must cross the start line in order to begin the search, and if they fail to do so are issued a
fault.

Steward - An individual who assists in the orderly conduction of the trial. Some stewards will work in the
search area and act as assistants to the judge, and others will work in the staging area and be
responsible for ushering teams to the start line when it is their turn to search.

Target Odor - The specific scent or scents for which the dog is searching in a particular class.

Time Limit - The maximum time for each search area, beyond which any team who has not located and
called all hides will NQ.
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Training - Any activity intended to strengthen or improve a dog’s abilities, skills, or knowledge.
Specifically for Scent Work, training consists of rewarding a dog for locating and alerting to one of the

target odors, outside of the formal search.

Visual Barrier - A separator that provides a psychological boundary to the dog used for the purposes of
separating search areas; it need not be flush with the ground or completely opaque (for example,
conformation ring gating is an acceptable visual barrier). Must be at least two (2) feet in height.

Visual Distraction - A light within the search area. May be continuous or spontaneous, automatic or

controlled.

Contact Information

Websites: www.go.osu.edu/dog  www.go.osu.edu/osfdogs

Ohio State Fair Dog Show Department Contacts:
Barbie Cline, Department Director — tricolorcollies@aol.com

Shelly Harris, Assistant Director/Chief Ring Steward — m63harris@yahoo.com

Diane Jones, Registration/Scoring Superintendent — dianejonesrally@gmail.com

Susan Breech, Showmanship Superintendent — susanbreech@gmail.com

Hannah Campbell, Assistant Ring Steward — hannahcloyd.bsnrn@gmail.com

Kristen VanNess, Obedience, Rally, Agility Superintendent — afmdog@gmail.com

Marcie Dryden, You and Your Dog Superintendent — marciedryden@gmail.com

Sue Westfall, Heath Check Superintendent — swestfall@yahoo.com

Sonja Hyer, Skillathon Superintendent — onlyrecall@aol.com

Pattie Stover, OSF Championship Titles — stoverpattie@gmail.com

Lori Zakel Knowles, Announcer — Lori.Zakel33@gmail.com
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	Observing, Interference and Double Handling
	As most search areas will have limited space, observation is limited. Upon permission from the judge exhibitor may allow an observer. Assistance, interference, or attempts to control a dog from outside the ring is not permitted.
	Fouling the Ring
	A dog fouling the search area is a non-qualifying fault. The exhibitor and his/her dog may not be excused from the ring. Judging is to continue once the area is properly cleaned. Fouling includes urine, feces or vomit. In exceptionally poor ring condi...
	Staging Area
	A “staging area” out of view of the search area(s) will be established. The staging area and search area(s) shall be separated by geographical features, walls, and/or artificial barriers. Signs will be posted so that no person inadvertently wanders in...
	Spectator Area
	Spectators are encouraged. A dedicated spectator area for each class should be established, where people can convene to watch the search, whenever feasible. Tape or flags to delineate may be used to define the boundaries of the spectator area so that ...
	Demo Dog
	After the hide(s) have been set, an accomplished search dog that is not entered in the class will run the course. This is to evaluate the real-world difficulty of the search, as designed. If the demo dog encounters unexpected difficulty, the judge sho...
	Rewarding the Dog
	After a handler has called "alert" the judge will confirm with a yes or a no. If the handler was correct, the handler may choose to reward a dog with food or toy rewards. Food rewards or toy rewards should not leave residue/crumbs and should not touch...
	Handler’s Briefing
	Judges shall conduct a short handler’s briefing prior to the start of each class. The handler’s briefing shall take place in view of the search area. In the handler’s briefing the judge shall explain if there is an off-leash option, how many hides the...
	Judging
	Judges should follow AKC regulations as shown in the AKC Scent Work regulations. https://images.akc.org/pdf/rulebooks/RSW001.pdf
	Qualifying Performances and Awards
	A Qualifying Performance
	The dog’s performance is judged on a qualify/non-qualify basis. A qualifying performance is achieved when the handler successfully locates and calls all hides in a search area within the time allowed for the class without committing any non-qualifying...
	Dog Alerts
	No specific or formal alert behavior is required from the dog, but there must be a change in behavior from the dog such that the judge can tell that the dog has found the scent. The change in behavior may be extremely subtle, for example, a turn of th...
	Non-Qualifying Faults
	 The following behaviors will result in a non-qualifying performance.
	 The handler calls “Alert” on the incorrect location.
	 The maximum time for the class or search area is exceeded.
	 The handler is not able to point to the location of the hide when asked by the judge
	 Any harsh handling or harsh corrections by the handler.
	 The handler allows the dog to disrupt the search area unduly. This includes excessive food residue, or intentional biting, hard scratching, pouncing or other by the dog that causes damage to the container/object/area. Cases in which a dog’s nose or ...
	 The dog eliminates (urinates, defecates, or vomits) in the search area.
	Excusals
	 Dogs should be excused from the search if, in the opinion of the judge, any of the criteria below are met. Dogs excused from a search may still be allowed to compete in other classes in which they are entered, at the discretion of the judge. A dog w...
	 The dog is not under the handler’s control.
	 The dog or handler stops working or performs disruptive behavior for 10 or more seconds after warning from the judge.
	 The dog shows signs of extreme stress or fear.
	 The handler receives assistance from a spectator or another handler.
	 The handler requests to be excused, for any reason.
	 Other reasons, at the judge’s discretion.
	Awards
	A gold medal will be presented to a team receiving a qualifying run.
	Odor Search Division
	Odors
	Novice classes shall utilize Birch only.
	The Container search element is based on the work of detection dogs to search packages for contraband. In the Container classes the dog must locate the target odor(s), which is/are hidden in one or more containers within a search area and communicate ...
	Earning Scent Work Titles Outside of 4-H
	Scent Work Classes Information
	Glossary of Scent Work Terms
	(Taken from AKC Scent Work Regulations)



