Picking a Belgian Sheepdog Puppy for Herding, and That First Introduction
To find a good prospect, I do some basic research. I check health, and the temperament of the parents. If I can, I look to see how the parents herd - if not, I look for dogs who have demonstrated trainability - usually by obtaining a performance title in obedience, tracking, or similar roles. The more the bloodline has produced dogs that work for people, the better the chances are for a dog with talent that will work with me. Once I have a litter to choose a puppy from, I do a puppy aptitude test. The one I use is slightly modified from the one Pfaffenberger used for the guide dogs, but most PAT tests are similar, and can be used. For herding evaluation, I add a knucklebone test, a pull toy test and an isolation test to these (more on those below). In the general pat, what I am looking for is a social pup that has moderate pain response, good resilience / forgiveness and compliance without either being too much "putty" or too much "rock". I do not want the pup that is necessarily alpha by virtue of an attitude - these can be nice dogs, but they are often more than I want to deal with in terms of asserting my authority over the dog. Sound sensitivity, sight sensitivity problems are major negatives.

Knucklebone: this indicates how a puppy achieves goals, deals with victory / frustration and its tendency to bite. I put one large knucklebone in with the pups. One will generally end up in possession. I try to note HOW the pup ends up with it. I eliminate dogs that are too bitey in terms of obtaining the goal, cant deal with failure and cant' deal with MY taking the bone away from them. I remove victor and continue to take out victors until only one pup left. Then repeat the test one - on -one with the pups and sibs. I look for a dog that uses intelligence and moderation in gaining the goal and deals with frustration reasonably well.

Isolation: the victor from the knucklebone test goes into a wire crate where they can see sibs having fun with the knucklebone. I am looking for a pup that has some frustration but does not go bonkers. My ideal pup "deals" and settles down with a stuffed toy in the crate once they realize they can't get out. (I sometimes add a open the crate door test to see if the pup is good at problem solving in how to get back to the fun)

Pull toy - use an old kids pull toy (mine is a dachshund with moving feet) - check for predatory vs herding. HERDING, the pup will come to head or try to CONTROL the toy. Predatory, they want to grab it. Herding tends to have more early & sustained success. If too predatory, control of the dog on bolting stock can be difficult.

Introducing a pup: 

Using a willing, experienced dog (I've used both Korvar and Nyjel in this role), I'll take pups out somewhere between 6-8 weeks, usually closer to 8 weeks. I then put the pups on WELL DOG BROKE compliant, seen it all blaize stock - usually ducks, but occasionally some lambs or small ewes or even ducks. I take one pup with the adult. I let the pup follow me and explore the pen (I use a15 x 20-foot pen or my 18' diagonal round pen for this), while I have the adult herd. . My best dogs have always tried to control the stock. I do NOT worry about barking, pulling wool or even grips (if not predatory intended to injure), racing about, etc. I don't worry if the pup is tentative at first (they don't know the stock can't hurt them to start with). I am looking for the pup that makes progress in figuring out what the game plan is. Most pups are plenty eager to imitate the adult and if they see how much fun the adult is having, want to have fun too. I make sure that the adult dog actually does anything requiring power / control and so that the pup ALWAYS succeeds however ineffective their actual attempts are (i.e. if they go to the head of the flock, the flock magically turns properly because I have the adult dog behind the pup). I will take the pups out every 2 days or so - if they have talent, I start trying to mold it a bit, if they don't display it yet, I just let them wander about smelling duck or sheep doo and chase the adult's tail. . If after the first several exposures, seeing another dog work the stock, the pup has no interest, I can expect that this dog will be either a very slow developer or not develop sufficient interest. A pup that is totally out of control is going to be a difficult to manage one. The best is moderate - eager to try, but a tad uncertain and willing to listen. And I get to work on "follow" and lead stuff going to and from the pen.

What happens if you Don't have a trained dog? Then you still need those compliant, easy-going sheep, but the pup should be a bit older (closer to 6 months) and YOU have to play the backup dog. That is, the instant your pup shows the least interest, you need to cheerlead them with praise, you need to help them herd the stock if necessary and you must ensure that the pup ALWAYS succeeds in any attempt it makes to control stock. This means that you have to be reasonably skilled on stock, so if you do NOT have this, take your pup to a trainer who works with pups and have them help you. Many dogs are tested by someone other than the person who eventually becomes their handler, so it won't hurt to have someone else handle your dog. It is important that they know what they are doing (ask around and check their methods & experience) and that they have good stock, so your pup can have good success. 

Prior to stock? Basic obedience that you will need in herding. Come, sit, down, a good recall and a decent heel on leash. Your dog can't be calm on stock nor obey you if it's hyped and not listening to you from the car to the stockgate. Herding is a PARTNERSHIP with the handler as the senior partner. You have to have both respect and trust with your pup to herd well, and a basic obedience class can only help with that.
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