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JUDGING THE SCOTTISH TERRIER
by Darle Heck

First let me introduce myself. My parents raised 
and showed Scotties, I have been showing Scotties 
since I was a child. I have produced top ranked, Best in 
show and Best in Specialty show Scotties in Canada,     
the US and around the world. I have judged Scottish 
Terrier National Specialties in numerous countries in‐
cluding Canada and the US at their National Rotating 
and Montgomery County. I am a breed mentor for the 
Scottish Terrier Club of America, I am on their standards 
committee and their education committee. I have illus‐
trated and co‐authored the illustrated guides for the 
Scottish Terrier club of America, the Canadian Scottish 
Terrier club and the Australian Scottish Terrier Club. I 
have published many articles on Scotties in many differ‐
ent publications. With that said, I hope to be direct in 
my approach, stressing my priorities and those of the 
majority of breeder/judges worldwide.

Over the years, breeders have discussed the fact 
that the Scottish Terrier is a dwarf breed. We now have 
undeniable proof of his dwarf status.  In 2009, a study 
was done by geneticist Heidi Parker and colleagues 
at the National Human Genome Research Institute 
in Maryland. They compared 76 different dog breeds 
looking for genetic differences in dogs of different leg 
lengths. They found the mutation of a single gene and 
traced it to one mutational event in the canine ge‐
nome that occurred early in the evolution of domestic 
dogs possibly as far back as 30,000 years ago. This mu‐
tation is responsible for short legs in 19 breeds, sug‐
gesting that most short‐legged dogs share a common 
ancestor. The event was a DNA insertion that doubled 
the FgF4 gene for growth factor protein causing over‐
production.

Scientists think that the second copy of the gene, 
an incomplete version of the original is a retrogene and 
that it is sending signals at the wrong time. As these 
breeds develop, the growth plates of their limb bones 
calcify and close early, stunting growth and leading to 
a type of dwarfism called chondrodysplasia. The study 
has linked 19 modern breeds including Scotties, Cor‐
gis, Dachshunds, Pekingese and Basset hounds, all of 
which have short legs.

Throughout history, humans have valued these 
dogs for their unique structure. In the Scottie, it was 
the ability to follow vermin into the ground and either 

rout the pests or kill them underground. It was very 
advantageous to have a big dog with short legs to do 
battle with some of the more ferocious vermin.

The larger head and jaw size allowed more 
strength of muzzle and bigger teeth. The heavier bone 
is harder to damage, more muscle allowed for more 
strength. A chest very deep and well let down between 
the forelegs allowed the dog to dig underground by 
resting on his brisket and placing the line  of travel of 
the elbow above the brisket, freeing the leg to move 
in the hole and allowed good heart and lung capacity. 
Stifles well bent and thighs very muscular allowed the 
dog to pull the vermin out of the hole backwards, add‐
ed to digging power and gave a better ability to spring.

We have reference to dwarf characteristics in our 
breed standard, where in almost every sentence the 
standard describes a bigger dog with short legs:

The Scottish Terrier standard has described a dog 
that is very compact, well muscled and powerful, giv‐
ing the impression of immense power in a small size. It 
goes on to say that both forelegs and hind legs should 
be short and very heavy in bone in proportion to the 
size of the dog. The body to be moderately short and 
well ribbed up, the chest broad, very deep and well 
let down between the forelegs. Stifles well bent and 
thighs very muscular.

Many of you are familiar with dwarf breeds in 
other groups and understand that structure. Think of 
them when judging a Scottie ‐ you would not put up 
a long legged, narrow Basset or Corgi nor one that   is 
straight in shoulder, short in upper arm with no fore‐
chest, so don’t put it up in a Scottie. Look for a 45 de‐
gree layback, a long scapula with good length of up‐
per arm which sets the front leg well back under the 
dog. Look for a pronounced forechest, like the keel of 
a ship or as described by one of our famous breeders 
the “chest of a duchess”. Expect the chest to be broad, 
with body between the front legs (body dropped be‐
tween the legs). This clearly means that the front is not 
narrow, the legs are not close together. The brisket is 
below the elbow, it is about 4” from the ground which 
is the size of an average mans fist.

This breed is not compact when looked at from his 
outside measurements, in fact, he is decidedly rectan‐
gular. His pronounced forechest and the pronounced 
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shelf behind his tail add to his overall length. So, how 
does this equate with the “compact” wording in the 
standard. Compactness is seen in the view from with‐
ers to set on of tail. The Scapula is long and laid back at 
a true 45 degrees while the tail is set high on a broad, 
flat croup.  He is long ribbed with a short loin and com‐
bined these traits appear to visually shorten the dog, 
while allowing him to maintain the structure necessary 
for a go to ground breed.

Why am I stressing this? Because our breed is 
changing and we are seeing generic dogs winning in 
the all‐breed ring. We see dogs that are too tall, too 
narrow, with steep shoulders and upright upper arms 
placing in groups. These dogs have minimal or non‐ex‐
istent forechest and frequently have low tail sets with 
no rear shelf. They lack dwarf characteristics and are 
so far removed from type that they may as well be an‐
other breed. They may go around the ring quickly, but 
they are not correct.

The illustrated guide for the STCA has a final pull 
out page designed to fit in your judges book. It de‐
scribes the 6 key priorities of the breed in the order in 
which the club wants you to rank them. If you do noth‐
ing more, understanding these 6 priorities will allow 
you to do a better job with this breed.

1st ‐  Temperament because the standard has an  
effective elimination for shy dogs. 

2nd ‐  Low to ground because nothing else matters if 
he is not a dwarf.

3rd ‐  Heavy bone and substance basically the same as 
above

4th ‐  Long, clean, powerful head & jaws with big 
teeth because he was a badger dog and we 
think it’s pretty

5th ‐  Hard wiry double coat ‐ because he lived in 
Scotland and worked the briars and burrows 

6th ‐  gait ‐ because it is breed specific and related to 
his dwarf structure.

Now with that off my chest, let’s look at the details 
always remembering what the priorities are:

 
So what are we looking for?

As your class enters the ring, look for an outline, 
this is a classic outline breed. The head and tail are up, 
the head is long for the size of the body, the neck is 
arched, the dog looks compact from withers to set on 

of tail. There is a pronounced forechest and there is a 
rear shelf (look for dog behind the tail). He  has been 
described as a battleship sitting low in the water with 
a prow, a keel and a stern. Look for him to be about 
10” tall, low to the ground , broad and substantial. The 
Scottish Terrier is a multum in  parvo dog ‐ a lot of dog 
in a small package.

And he is an attitude breed. He should own the 
ground he walks on ‐ he is a confident dog. He should 
flow smoothly around the ring in expectation that ev‐
erything and everyone will move aside for him. He is 
also highly intelligent and easily bored with an elim‐
ination for shyness, which is why he is also the most 
frequently sparred terrier. He is not a wind up toy, he 
doesn’t have the boisterous high energy of some of 
the other terriers, he is dignified and proud, indifferent 
to strangers. An aloof, independent breed that tends 
to like his own people. Don’t stare down the Scottie ‐ 
he doesn’t like it.

 When you get him on the table, take a look at 
the side view. Note the proportions of head to neck 
to back. This is a breed of extremes, there is nothing 
moderate about a Scottie. His head is long for his 
body, his neck is strong and nicely arched. He has a 
true 45 degree layback with a long scapula which sets 
the withers further back on the dog than normally ex‐
pected. His tail is set high on a broad, flat croup. There 
is bum behind the tail, we call it a rear shelf. But, he 
looks compact from withers to set on of tail. His upper 
arm is approximately equal, bringing the elbow under 
the withers. This sets the front leg well back under the 
dog and adds to the appearance of a pronounced fore‐
chest. You realize that this dog is actually longer than 
you thought when you look at his outside measure 
from prosternum to ischium, the forechest and rear 
shelf have added to his overall length without taking 
away your impression of compactness.
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How to Judge the Scottish Terrier

Examination of the Head

Approaching from the front, look for a well‐bal‐
anced, quality head. Approach the head by placing 
hands underneath the muzzle and skull. Check the 
eyes for correct almond shape and expression. Feel the 
bones at the side of the head. These bones should be 
flat and clean, with no curves. Feel that the top of the 
skull is nearly flat or slightly domed, not apple shaped. 
Compare the length of skull from occiput to stop and 
muzzle from stop to the end of the nose to determine 
that they are equal. Look at the planes, of skull and 
muzzle, are they parallel?  Feel through the hair to 

make sure the skull is not dropping off behind. When 
you run your hands up to the side of the cheekbones, 
you should be able to go straight up to the ear. Look for 
small ears, well placed on the head so that when viewed 
from the front they are not set too wide. The eyes 
should be well apart, small, dark and almond‐shaped. 
Put your thumb between the eyes. There should be a 
slight stop. Put your hand beneath the eye and around 
the muzzle to see that it is well filled under the eye. You 
should find a good wide mouth, with a strong square 
jaw. Note that the bite is scissors or level neither being  
undershot nor overshot.

And remember this is a badger dog, weak muzzles, 
lack of fill under the eye, bite faults, small teeth would 
be fatal flaws for this breed.

 

Examination of the Body

In checking the front end, run your hands down the 
neck which should flow gradually and smoothly into 
the shoulders. The shoulder blade should be well laid 
back. The upper arm should be of almost equal length 
and set at an approximate right angle to the shoulder 
blade. Elbows should be tucked in so that when you 
move your hands down the leg from the shoulder, 
you don’t feel the elbow sticking out. Please note that 
there will be roominess between the elbow and the 
rib, if the rib is correctly heart shaped. Encircle the leg 
to feel for adequate bone.

Cup the forechest with your hand to ensure that 
it is well‐filled and extends forward. Drop your hand 
palm up between the front legs to ensure proper width 
of chest. Place your fist under the chest. A correct bris‐
ket will just touch the top of an average man’s fist.

The US standard describes the forechest and how 
to assess depth and width very well. Individuals with 
small hands must be reminded to make allowances for 
the smaller size of their hands.

Examination of the Head

CORRECT

DOWN‐FACED DISH‐FACED SHORT SKULL SHORT MUZZLE NO STOP
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Ribs should be heart‐shaped in cross section, well 
sprung and deep. A Scottish Terrier should not be 
short‐ribbed, the rib comes all the way back to a short, 
broad and muscular loin (roughly 3 finger width).

 

Look for very muscular thighs and well bent stifles. 
The angulation in the rear should match the angulation 
in the front, giving the dog a very broad thigh, almost 
too much to fit your hand around. Hocks should be 
short in length and parallel to each other.

When you lift the coat to feel texture, you do not 
want to see skin. The dog should have a dense under‐
coat with a hard, tight topcoat. Furnishings should 
also have harsh texture and should not be excessive. 
Our standard mentions 7 colors, they are steel or iron 
grey, brindled or grizzled, black, sandy or wheaten.

But basically any color but white is what you need 
to remember, color is irrelevant to us. We say, no good 
Scottie can come in a bad color. If you prefer one color 
over another, please get over it.

Far more important to us is the texture, it is a hard, 
wiry and dense double coat.

Average man’s cupped hand 
should fit under the chest and  
drop down between the legs.

Average man’s fist should  
fit under the brisket with  

little or no clearance.

                 Correct                       Cow-Hocked                   Open-Hocked

BLACK

BRINDLE

WHEATEN
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Gait

When the dog is coming toward you, you want to 
see two front feet, inclining slightly inward around a 
broad, powerful forechest. Going away, you want to 
see the dog moving true behind with the whole back 
foot pad turning straight up. From the side, you want 
to see reach in front and extension behind. The top line 
should remain level both standing and on the move. 
Tail should he erect. Movement should be efficient 
despite short legs and breadth of chest. Our Canadian 
standard describes the movement well.

Gait
The gait of the Scottish Terrier is peculiarly its 

own and is very characteristic of the breed. It is not 
the square trot or walk that is desirable in the long‐
legged breeds. The forelegs do not move in exact par‐
allel planes ‐ rather in reaching out incline slightly 
inward. This is due to the shortness of leg and width 
of chest. The action of the rear legs should be square 
and true and at the trot both the hocks and stifles 
should be flexed with a vigorous motion.

So, what does this mean? Let’s start with the 
easy parts, when the dog is moving away from you he 
moves true. His hocks are parallel and move straight 
forward with good flexion of hock. Scottie roll gives no 
excuses for toeing in or out on the rear.

CORRECT                NARROW             OPEN HOCK/TOE IN

From the side, the dog has good reach in front and 
good drive behind. But, do not expect the foot front foot 
to come to the end of the nose. The head is long and the 
leg is short, he will have good reach for his breed.

 Now the tricky part, the part of Scottie movement 
most often misunderstood. Coming at you from the 
front, is where the Scottie Roll is and it only occurs 
in properly constructed Scotties. The forechest must 
be pronounced, it must be wide, the upper arm must 
be correct, setting the leg back under the dog, the 

shoulder must be laid back correctly. The rib must be 
heart shaped. If all these parts are correct, you will see 
a slight moment of suspension as the short foreleg 
comes around the broad, deep chest. The forelegs do 
not move in exact parallel planes ‐ rather in reaching 
out incline slightly inward. This is due   to the short‐
ness of leg and width of chest.

If a Scottie is coming at you absolutely straight and 
true on the front, there is something wrong with his 
construction.

If a Scottie is going away from you and he is not 
straight and true in the rear, there is something wrong 
with his construction.

For some reason, in the current show ring, judg‐
es are doing it backwards. They are rewarding open 
hocked Scotties who come at them true and faulting 
Scotties who have a slight incline on the front.

 
Temperament

“No judge shall put to Winners or Best of Breed 
any Scottish Terrier not showing real Terrier character 
in the ring.”

NOTE: The final words of our breed standard in‐
dicate the degree of importance that breeders place 
on temperament. The question then becomes: what is 
the definition of true terrier temperament?

First temperament, the Scottie has to be fearless, 
not quarrelsome, but unafraid of man or beast. (Marvin 
1982 ‐ 164)

Many judges who are not acquainted with the 
Scottie will turn down the better dog because the tail 
is not carried stiffly. This is not right ... He is a dour dog 
that will not show if the urge is not there. This does not 
demonstrate shyness, for which the requirement was 
incorporated, but rather a true Scotch temperament 
which refuses to do that which the dog does not want 
to do. It is believed that judges who know the breed can 
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detect shyness in the dog’s eye and this should be the 
criterion rather than the inflexible turndown on show-
manship. (Marvin 1982 ‐ 167)

He is a king, a laird, a chief and will meet you as 
friend and equal, but not as servant or menial. His al-
legiance, his loyalty and his trust must be gained by fair 
and sympathetic treatment... (Penn‐Bull 1983 ‐ 98)

The Scottie is bigger than he looks in mind and 
body. He, by nature, is a courageous dog that possess‐
es a keen hunting instinct. Being highly intelligent, 
he is both strong willed and loyal to his owners. The 
Scottie does not respect just anyone, and barely toler‐
ates attention from strangers. It has been quoted that 
Scottish Terrier owners must be confident enough to 
love a dog that feels openly superior to them.

Judges may see one or more Scottie idiosyncra‐
sies in the ring: stopping or backing up to assess the 
situation, the “Scottie Shake”, disliking their muzzle 
clamped, boredom from excessive waiting or repeti‐
tion, or acting dour or aloof (even in a spar). The old 
English standard has these words, “The dog should 
look willing to go anywhere and do anything.” It is be‐
cause of this distinct temperament that you can often 
see the Scottie at his best when sparring.

Purpose of Sparring: To see real Terrier character 
which is a confident & dignified attitude with no sign 
of shyness or timidity.

What one should see is a confident, dignified, 
tough dog who won’t back down from a challenge. 
When sparring, the dog should collect himself and 
appear on full alert, tail and ears up with excitement. 
He boldly stands four‐square and protects his space. 
He may stare down his opposition or look away, as if 
to give the other dogs the opportunity to leave with 
their dignity intact. If the other dogs don’t back down, 
he may start a ruckus, but he should return to control 
when asked to do so by his handler.

Sparring should never make a Scottie uncontrolla‐
ble. After sparring, a Scottie should walk away with an 
air of strength and firmness to signify confidently that 
he has asserted his superiority like a gentleman.

GUIDELINES FOR SPARRING:
• Not all dogs have to be sparred to determine attitude.

• Separate overly feisty dogs early.

• Split large classes.

• Announce your guidelines to exhibitors.

• Do not allow handlers to use other dogs as bait.

• Sufficient time should be allowed for dogs to notice each 

other

• Sparring puppies with adult dogs should be avoided.

• Control your ring. Direct handlers to maintain distance 

between dogs.

• Spar 2‐3 dogs being considered.

• Be confident about the sparring process.

Sources:
• Scottish Terrier Club of America Inc ‐ The Illustrated Guide 

to the Scottish Terrier ‐2009 Marvin, John T ‐ The New 

Complete Scottish Terrier, 1982

• Penn‐Bull Betty ‐ The Kennelgarth Scottish Terrier Book, 1983

I would like to thank the STCA for their permission to 
reprint substantial portions of the “The Illustrated Guide 
to the Scottish Terrier”

If you would like to purchase “The Illustrated Guide to the 

Scottish Terrier”, it can be obtained from the Scottish Terrier 

Club of America website at www.stca.biz and under Shoppe

 
EXCELLENT EXAMPLES OF THE BREED

Eng.,Am., Can. Ch. Bardene Bingo, imported to the states  in 1964 by camation, 

produced  a legendary 48 champions. 
Bingo - BIS Westminster
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BIS/BISS Can/Am Ch Gaelforce Postscript - Peggy Sue  
BIS Westminster

BIS/BISS Ch Roundtown Mercedes of Maryscot - Sadie  
BIS Westminster

Ch. Deblin’s Street Talk
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Key Elements of Scottish Terrier Type

Temperament – shows true terrier temperament,  
no shyness or timidity.

Low to ground – deep brisket ending below the elbow.
Compact from withers to tail, however, longer from 

point of chest to point of rump. Obvious forechest and  
obvious rear shelf add to length.

Heavy bone and substance for the size of the dog
Long head ‐ in proportion to the size of dog, skull 
medium width, good fill under eye, good strength 
of muzzle with  

sizable teeth

Harsh outer coat & dense undercoat – to protect dog 
from injury & inclement weather

Movement – Gait is unique to the breed with fore‐
legs that incline slightly on acceleration while 
rear legs move true. A correctly built Scottish  
Terrier should cover ground well despite his short legs.

 


