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(These notes are based on personal opinion and were put together for a breed lecture for local 
aspirant judges in New South Wales and the A.C.T. I would like to thank Joan Bray (contributing 
notes) Lisa Brack (some/many illustrations) and the NSWSDCBCC inc.) 

 
 
 

The Border Collie, a dog capable of working all types of animals, re-known for be able to 
work anything from school children to Greyhound buses, working long hours in all 
weather conditions and over all types of terrain. 
 
A dog capable of covering ground at great speed, flexible enough to work while crouching 
whether stationary for long periods of time, standing eye to eye with sheep or moving 
gradually working/controlling live stock. From the crouch he is able to turn sharply and 
quickly or burst forward with speed and control. 
 
They have the ability and flexibility to jump over, crawl under on their belly or turn their 
body sideways as they jump through fences and be able to land squarely on their feet or 
continue at a speed necessary for their work. 
 
They are a dog of moderation; their angulation, musculation and apparent strength must 
be in balance with and proportion to the body as a whole. 
 
Their outline covered, not hidden, by a moderate length, close fitting double coat, which 
protects them during inclement weather or rough terrain. 
 
Their intelligence denoted by their ability to be able to learn readily as a pup and be able 
to work on command and often out of sight as an older dog. 
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 GENERAL APPEARANCE:  
 
The general appearance shall be that of a well -proportioned dog.  

 
 
The general appearance shall be that of a well-proportioned dog.  
 
The Border Collie is a moderate dog without exaggeration.  
 
Balance is not simply the relationship between fore and hindquarters; balance refers to the dog as a whole - from the head 
proportions and carriage to correct set and carriage of tail!  
 
Height at wither being in proportion to length from point of shoulder to the rear point of buttock 10:9.  
 
The body is moderately long, length being in the length of rib cage (rib cage carried well back) not the loins. The forelegs 
about half the height of the dog, the length of the head and neck always in balance to the whole of the dog, with correct 
set of tail and importantly carriage.  
 
 

The smooth outline showing quality, gracefulness and perfect balance, combined with sufficient 
substance to ensure that it is capable of enduring long periods of active duty in its intended task as a 
working sheep dog. Any tendency to coarseness or weediness is undesirable.  

 
 
In judging the Border Collie, their function of being capable of enduring long periods of active duty in its intended task as a 
working sheepdog / herding dog must be given consideration above all else.  
 
The "smooth outline" includes a coat of sufficient length and texture to protect the dog in extremes of climatic conditions 
at the same time not act as a hindrance in extremes of working conditions. The coat should "outline" not obscure the body.  
 
The smooth outline includes the topline of the dog, flowing gracefully from behind the ears through the obvious withers, 
the level back, falling away through the croup, the set on of tail to the tip of the tail. This outline is obvious whether 
standing four square or moving in a smooth and tireless gait. At no time should the top line appear to be broken or 
disjointed.  
 
"Substance" referring to the well sprung, well ribbed back chest, good hard musculation and strength of bone which should 
be oval in shape - not round heavy bones which indicate coarseness or thin spindly bones which indicate weediness.  
 
"Sufficient" means adequate, ample, satisfactory or enough, NEVER excessive, disproportionate or unnecessary. So 
substance, bone and strength should be in compass with the size of the dog, the dog never coarse or weedy.  
 
With the smooth outline and sufficient substance; judges should be able to see a muscular and athletic body capable of 
springing into action. For a well- proportioned dog look for a dog within standard height, a moderately long body, forelegs 
half the height of the dog, good length of neck, rib cage carried well back, correct set of tail and carriage.  
 
The dog should be balanced as a whole with no point more important than any other; when all things are equal do our 
preferences persuade our judgement, ie. markings, colour, coat length. 
 
 

 CHARACTERISTICS and TEMPERAMENT:  
 
The Border Collie is highly intelligent, with an instinctive tendency to work and is readily respon sive to 
training. Its keen, alert and eager expression add to its intelligent appearance, whilst its loyal and 
faithful nature demonstrates that it is at all times kindly disposed towards stock. Any aspect of structure 
or temperament foreign to a working d og is uncharacteristic.  

 
 
The Border Collie is highly intelligent, with an instinctive tendency to work and is readily responsive to training. It's keen, 
alert and eager expression add to its intelligent appearance, whilst its loyal and faithful nature demonstrates that it is at all 
times kindly disposed towards stock.  
 
Any aspect of structure or temperament foreign to a working dog is uncharacteristic.  
 
Once again the standard emphasises the important aspects of a working dog; the Border Collie is not meant to be an 
idealised "Porcelain Statue" type of dog, for example a pretty picture but lifeless and spiritless!  
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Any aspect of structure or temperament foreign to a working dog is uncharacteristic.  
 

*      The dog should look at you as you approach,  

*   
   

Being kindly disposed toward stock includes people! 
Dogs, which cannot be handled because of fear, timidness or aggression, should be penalised,  

*      The dog should be "on the alert', checking out what is happening and ready to spring in to action if needed.  

 
The characteristics in the order in which they appear in the standard:  
 

*       Highly intelligent  *      Instinctive tendency to work,  

*       Readily responsive to training,  *      Keen alert and eager expression,  

*      Loyal and faithful nature,  *      At all times kindly disposed towards stock,  

*      At all times a working dog.           

 
As listed above there are 7 characteristics listed in the standard, don't be tempted to judge a Border Collie only by its 
apparent 'alert expression' (which is often mistakenly taken to be found in the ears.)  
 
Check for expression in the eyes, are they soft, kind and gentle as well as alert or are they hard, mean, shifty, shuttered or 
showing the whites. Watch the dog's body language, is it confident at your approach or does it shy away. Does the dog look 
at you or turn its head away, is the tail held in a gentle curve ready to signal acceptance or is it between the legs or 
alternatively upright in a display of aggressiveness?  
 
Watch the dogs as they are brought into the ring; ask for the dogs to be moved on a loose lead. Watch the positioning of 
the head and tail. Check for 'alertness' on the move, is the dog interested in its surroundings or being dragged unwillingly 
around the ring. Does the dog move with ease and confidence or does it require the constant attention of its owner. Does 
the dog appear comfortable in the company of other dogs in the ring or show signs of nervousness or aggression?  
 
The display of nervousness may be tolerated (in a young pup/dog) but any display of aggression is uncharacteristic and 
should be penalised.  
 
The working ability of a Border Collie is best assessed on the move!!  
 

 HEAD: 
 
The skull is broad and flat between the ears, slightly narrowing to the eye, with a pron ounced stop, 
cheeks deep but not prominent. The muzzle tapering to the nose, is strong and the same length as the 
skull.  
 
The lips are tight and clean and the nose is large with open nostrils. The colour in all dogs will be a solid 
colour with no pink or light pigment and shall complement the background colour of the dog.  

 

      
 
The size of the head and the length of head and neck should always be in balance to the whole of the dog.  
 
The standard is very specific:  
 

*      The skull and muzzle should be of equal length and on parallel planes;  

*   

   

Thestop pronounced. The muzzle and skull do not form an unbroken line, instead a noticeable break between 
the eyes, which is not meant to be exaggerated (into a right angle stop as is sometimes seen) or shallow like a 
Shetland Sheepdog. It should be noted that the original wording of the standard was 'slight stop' this was 
changed to 'moderate stop' and now pronounced.  
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*   

   

The skull is broad and flat between the ears. In other words - clean, wedge shaped, flat between the ears 
(never domed or round) and slightly narrowing to the eye; unfortunately short muzzles and over broad and/or 
domed skulls are becoming common in the breed, giving the head a blocky and uncharacteristic appearance. 
Ear placement may also alter the visual shape of the skull.  

*      Pink or incorrect pigmentation should not be tolerated. (See colour).  

 

 
Correct balance. 

 
Too little stop 

 
Too much stop. 

 

 
Domed skull & short muzzle. 

 
Muzzle long, snipey & weak. 

The affects of markings:  
 

*      A wide blaze may make the head appear broader or coarse;  

*      A dark face, little or no blaze may make the head appear narrow, the muzzle weak or eyes small. 

 
Narrow blaze. 

 
Plain face. 

 
Broad blaze. 

 
The muzzle is strong, the same length as the skull, lips tight, nose large with open nostrils, a continuation of the clean 
wedge shape; not pointed or blunt in shape like the Sharpei. Avoid short muzzles and loose flews.  
 
 

 EYES:  
 
The eyes are set wide apart, oval shaped of moderate size harmonising with the colour of the coat but 
darker colour preferred, except in the case of chocolate where a lighter colour is permissible and in the 
case of merles where blue is permissible. The expression is mild but keen, alert and intelligent.  

 
 
The eyes are set wide apart, oval shaped of moderate size harmonising with the colour of the coat but darker colour 
preferred, except in the case of chocolate where a lighter colour is permissible and in the case of merles where blue is 
permissible. 
 

 
Oval eye. 

   

The expression is mild but keen, alert and intelligent.  
 
The eyes are set wide apart to allow a better channel of vision, compared to a dog with a 
narrow set or set to look straight ahead (Staffordshire Bull terrier) which has a narrow 
line of vision.  
 
The oval shaped, moderate sized eye offers better protection to the eye when working 
in extreme conditions both weather and terrain. An eye too round tends to protrude, 
and can soften the expression of the dog.  

Eye colour and pigmentation - This section needs some clarification.  
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Dogs with black genotype should have black pigment and medium to dark eyes. (ie. black & whites, black tri-colours and 
black based reds.) Chocolates will have a liver coloured nose and light brown to amber eyes. Blues will have slate coloured 
noses and lighter eyes. In this breed reds can have either a chocolate or black genotype, therefore some reds may have 
liver noses and lighter eyes and some can have black noses and darker brown eyes.  
 
The wording of the standard is misleading on eye colour; of course the eyes should be some shade of brown except in the 
case of blue merles where the eyes may be blue (there is no indication as to whether this may apply to one or both eyes.)  
But because of the range in coat colours it is misleading in the extreme to state 'darker eyes preferred' to apply to all dogs, 
non black based Border Collies will have lighter eyes and should not be penalised for that.  
 
However what is more important in the eye is expression: - 'mild, keen, alert, intelligent' when the dog looks at you, you 
should see trust, loyalty, intelligence and interest regardless of colour. A mean, hard or vacant expression can be seen in 
eyes of any colour.  
 
A note on blue merles: - unfortunately, because the reference to the blue merle came into the standard without due 
process or consideration, there are some contradictions within the breed standard and no guidelines eg, some standards 
that allow blue merle, allow eyes to be either both blue, or one brown one blue, and either pale or flecked. 
 
Some allow pink spots on the nose; most are very descriptive on coat colour and patterns. As extensions to the Border 
Collie standard are under consideration and as yet blue merles are not currently being exhibited in New South Wales, this 
article will not offer any guideline on blue merles at this time.  
 
 

 EARS ɀ  
 
The ears should be of medium size and texture, set well apart, carried semi -erect.  
They are sensitive in their use, and inside well furnished with hair.  

 
 
The carriage of the ear in the Border Collie is purely a cosmetic feature and should only become part of judging when all 
other parts are equal. It is the placing of the ear, which anatomically affects the appearance of the head.  
 

 
 

Semi-erect - the lower lobe portion stands upright 
(1/3 to 1/2) with the top part dropped or folded 

forward in the direction of the eye. 

 
Incorrect - Ears are too high. 

Ideal for Collie Rough or Sheltie. 
 

 
Incorrect - Heavy or hound type ear. 

 
Be generous in your interpretation with regards to the ears! That the ears are sensitive in their use, indicating that the dog 
is tuned-in to its surroundings, is probably the main consideration, other wise the ears have little relevance to working 
ability.  
 
Do not judge the Border Collie on ears alone, there is something terribly wrong with a dog whose ears are always perfectly 
semi erect. The ears are sensory organs that are designed to swivel, face forward and/or outwards, lie flat or stand 
erect/semi erect according to the conditions around them.  
 
The buzzer in your hand will not always entertain a mature dog; and on many occasions the dog may be bored with the 
whole show business, this does not make the dog less intelligent.  
 
To over emphasise the importance of ear set and carriage is to lose sight of the Border Collie as a working dog and may 
only serve to encourage exhibitors to use any means to achieve the ears which judges seem to favour.  
 



 6 

Ears set on too wide or to the side of the head can make a good skull look domed or rounded. The high or close set can 
make a skull look narrow.  
 
Pricked ears will change the balance and outline of the head and are unsightly, you should not find any in the show ring.  
 
 

 MOUTH:  
 
The teeth should be sound, strong and evenly spaced; the lower incisors just behind but touching the 
upper, that is a scissor bite. 

 

Scissor bite.  

The standard needs no explanation.  
 
Mouths in this breed as usually okay but sometimes teeth are broken or 
ground down, which is not unexpected in an active working breed.  
 

 
 

 NECK:  
 
The neck is of good length, strong and muscular, slightly arched and broadening to the shoulders, 
without throatiness or coarseness.  

 
 
The neck is of good length, strong and muscular, slightly arched and broadening to the shoulders, without throatiness or 
coarseness.  
 
The head and neck as a whole must be balanced to the whole body, which is symmetrical and well proportioned. Both the 
neck and tail should be used to balance the dog on the move.  
 
The reach of neck is important. A short or stuffy neck indicates a fault in the shoulder configuration and angulation. The 
front feet of the Border Collie when gaiting, should reach to the nose of the dog, a short neck will see a short stepping, a 
hackneyed gait or a paddling effect.  
 
A strong neck of good length allows the dog to reach up and view over the surrounding terrain or simply the flock of sheep; 
a task carried out several/many times in a working day.  
 

 

A very important function of a working Border Collie, when a Border moves 
whether in a clean gait or when crouching, the dog should be able carry the neck 
and head at different levels.  

 
 
 

 FOREQUARTERS:  
 
The shoulders are long, and well angulated to the upper arm, neither in nor out at elbow. The forelegs 
are well boned, straight and parallel when vie wed from the front. Pasterns show flexibility with a slight 
slope when viewed from the side. 

 
The shoulders are long, and well angulated to the upper arm, neither in nor out at elbow. 
 
The forelegs are well boned, straight and parallel when viewed from the front. 
 
Pasterns show flexibility with a slight slope when viewed from the side. 
 
Shoulders are strong and muscular but without loading, they are well laid back but with no weakness or looseness at 
elbows or shoulders. 
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Shoulder angulation ς 
anatomically correct. 

 
Oblique shoulders. 

Pastern angulation - ideal. 

Incorrect - Steep front. 
Steep shoulder agulation. 

 
 Upright, perpendicular or  

steep pasterns. 

Incorrect - 
Over/acute angulated shoulders. 

 
Over angulated, weak or let  

down pasterns. 

 
As the dog on the move, supports 80% of its weight on its front assembly it is important to ensure that the shoulders are 
well angulated. When standing the withers should be approximately in line with the elbow and wrist, thus ensuring that 
the dog's body is balanced over the centre of the front pads.  
 
A problem currently seen in the show ring is the lack of defined withers and sternum which indicate poor shoulder 
angulation.  
 
The pro sternum is visible, well in front of the forelegs. The lack of pro sternum indicates straight shoulder angulation and 
or short upper arms.  
 

 
 

× The correct topline of the dog flows gracefully from behind the ears through the obvious withers, through the 
level back, loins, then falling gently away through the croup.  

 

× The brisket is well developed, of good depth reaching at least to the elbows, yet remaining balanced with the 
height of the dog.  

 
The bones of the forearm should be straight and strong and approximately equal in length, do not confuse strength with 
size, as a heavy boned dog will labour under hard working conditions.  
 

 
 Normal,  

straight front. 

 
Incorrect -  

Pigeon toed front. 

 
Incorrect -  

Narrow front 

 
Incorrect -  
Wide front. 
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The dog should not be loose in shoulders nor out in elbow. The elbows should be at half the dog's height, the brisket 
should reach to the elbow and the rib cage should be carried well back into the body.  
 
Pasterns must be flexible. 
 
 

 BODY:  
 

The body is moderately long with well -sprung ribs tapering to a fairly deep and moderately broad chest.  
The loins are broad, deep, muscular and only slightly arched, flanks deep and not cut up.  

 
 
The body is moderately long with well-sprung ribs tapering to a fairly deep and moderately broad chest. 
 
The loins are broad, deep, muscular and only slightly arched, flanks deep and not cut up.  
 
The body not the length of back is moderately long.  
 
The height at wither being in proportion to length from point of shoulder to the rear point of buttock 10:9. 
(The length from wither to the rear point of buttock approx equal to height a withers.  
 

 
Correct body to length ratio 10:9. 

 

 
Incorrect -  Short body. 

Apparent length from over angulation. 

 
Incorrect - Long body. 

Too long in length of loin. 
  

 
Incorrect - Legs are too short. 

 
Short body created by extra length of leg. 

 
As you would expect in any athlete, there is no point out of proportion to any part of the body. The dog should be well 
muscled but not fat nor overloaded in the shoulders. Barrel chests and/or heavy bone will interfere with the working 
capabilities/endurance of the dog in the working environment and is evident today in the show ring.  

 

 


