
H
EL

EN
E 

N
IL

SE
N

 P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
Y

A
N

N
E 

FR
A

N
Ç

O
IS

E 
P

H
O

TO
G

R
A

P
H

Y

Australian Shepherds and
Miniature American Shepherds

The DEFINITIVE Breed Standard Comparison in PHOTOS

Paula McDermid • Claudia Bosselmann • Inga Cerbule

AKC
FCI
ASCA
ENGLISH

UpdatedJanuary 2023



Most dogs have a visual field of 240° to 270° with 30° to 60° of central vision, depending on the shape of the skull 
and muzzle length. Humans have a visual field of about 200° with central vision of 140°. Illustration: Ian Skinner Art

Zygomatic 
arch

Zygomatic 
arch

Red lines show how the eye sockets 
rotate forward as the zygomatic arch 
(cheek bone) widens.

A B C  

Peripheral 
vision 
(lighter 
area)

Entire 
scene is 
the visual 
field

Central vision 
(darker area)

17Head Structure, Eye Placement, Visual Field

Stockdogs must be able to detect the slightest 
movements of livestock out of the corners of 
their eyes and have only split-seconds to react 
in situations that could cause them serious 
injury or death. 

DEFINITIONS 

Visual field 
The visual field is the entire area that can be seen when 
the eye is directed forward, including central and 
peripheral vision.

Peripheral vision 
Peripheral vision is what can be seen out of the corner of 
the eye without turning the head. In dogs, most of the 
area in the visual field is included in peripheral vision. 
Dogs' eyes have high-density vision cells that enable them 
to focus clearly on objects in their peripheral vision. 

Central vision 
Central vision is straight-ahead vision that captures fine 
detail and assists in judging depth and distance.

WHY is eye placement important?
Correct head construction places the eyes at 
the ideal angle so each breed has the best 
field of vision for its purpose.

Sighthounds have a total field of vision of 
about 270°. Their central vision is narrower 
and their peripheral vision is wide. They can 
detect small movements over a great area of 
landscape, which is ideal for catching prey. 

Broad-headed, short-muzzled breeds have a 
total field of vision of about 240°. Their central 
vision is wider and their peripheral vision is 
narrower than other head shapes.

Moderate-headed breeds, including Aussies 
and MAS, have a total field of vision of 250° 
to 260°. They have the best combination 
of peripheral vision and central vision for 
livestock herding tasks. 

Head structure determines 
placement of the eyes 
As skull shape changes from long and narrow 
(A) to short and wide (C), the zygomatic arch 
(cheek bone) widens and the eye sockets 
rotate forward, affecting placement of the 
eyes and altering the field of vision. 

The skulls above are of a sighthound (A), a 
moderate-headed dog (B) and a flat-faced, 
short-nose dog (C). These examples show a 
range of skull structures and how the angle 
of eye placement is affected.  
Illustration: Ian Skinner Art

What happens when Aussie and MAS heads 
become shorter and blockier?

A wide backskull, short muzzle, and steep 
stop go hand-in-hand with forward rotation 
of the eye sockets and eyes, making the eyes 
more vulnerable to injury from a frontal blow 
to the head. The eyes may also appear round 
rather than almond-shaped.
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Compare the head planes of the dogs on this page with those on the next page. Notice the differences in the 
curve of their backskulls and amount and angle of their stops. Eyebrows protrude above the stop, so be sure 
to look at the angle that is between the eyebrows. 
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The dogs on this page have correct, moderate heads as described in the breed standards. Top row: males. Bottom row: females. 

18Head Structure Comparison

One of the primary purposes of head 
structure is to protect the brain, eyes, 
scent, and hearing.
For maximum protection from injury, the eyes 
need to be set into the skull at the proper depth 
and angle. Correct head planes and proportions 
create the most protective structure. 

For all dogs who have working jobs, compete in 
canine sports, or are family dogs, correct head 
structure can help minimize injury to the eyes 
and other vital senses from a blow to the head 
or collision with an object.

This dog was kicked by a cow and received a 
glancing blow. Because his head planes are 
correct and his stop is moderate, the skin was 
scraped but his eye was not damaged. If this 
dog's stop had been steep, like the dog on the 
next page, the kick would have been a direct 
blow to his forehead.

Like
THIS

Like
THIS



Not
THAT

Head Structure Comparison
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19

Broad, domed head
A wide, domed backskull accompanied by a steep stop and 
short muzzle can be detrimental to the safety of a dog who 
works cattle. 

•	 The exaggerated shape may catch a flying hoof, putting 
the dog at risk for severe injury to the brain and vital 
senses of sight, scent, and hearing. 

•	 A broad backskull changes the angle of the eye sockets, 
which rotate forward as the backskull widens; the eyes 
are less protected from a frontal blow. Peripheral vision 
may be somewhat reduced. 

Long, narrow head
A narrow backskull and long, narrow muzzle with only 
a slight stop can also be detrimental to the safety of a 
cowdog. 

•	 Less sturdy bone structure may not able to protect 
the dog effectively from a blow to the head, putting 
him at greater risk for severe injury to the brain and 
vital senses.

•	 A long, narrow head shape lacks correct breed type 
and expression. 

Not
THAT



Sun damage

27Nose Pigmentation Faults

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: On the merles it is permissible to have small 
pink spots; however, they should not exceed 25% of the nose 
on dogs over one year of age, which is a SERIOUS FAULT. 

ASCA: Butterfly nose should not be faulted under one year of 
age. (A butterfly nose is a pink nose with various amounts of 
dark pigment. Often the nose will fill in with pigment as the 
dog matures.) 

ASCA: Dudley nose is a DISQUALIFICATION. (A Dudley nose 
is pink with no dark pigment.)

MAS
AKC and FCI: Fully pigmented noses are preferred. 

NOSES that are less than fully pigmented will be FAULTED. 

SEVERE FAULT: 25% to 50% un-pigmented nose leather.

DISQUALIFICATION: Over 50% un-pigmented nose leather. 

WHY? 
Pink noses are at higher risk of sun damage, 
which can potentially become cancerous.  
This is highly undesirable for dogs who  
spend a significant amount of time outdoors.

DEFINITIONS
Butterfly nose
A pink nose with various amounts of dark pigment. 

Dudley nose
A pink nose with no dark pigment.

LESS THAN 25% UNPIGMENTED NOSE 

AUSSIES: AKC, FCI, ASCA: Permissible on merles under 1 year of age.  
MAS: AKC, FCI: FAULT. Fully pigmented noses are preferred.

25% TO 50% UNPIGMENTED NOSE

AUSSIES: AKC, FCI: SERIOUS FAULT on dogs over 1 year of age.  
ASCA: FAULT.
MAS: AKC, FCI: SEVERE FAULT.

MORE THAN 50% UNPIGMENTED NOSE 

AUSSIES: AKC, FCI: All three photos are a SERIOUS FAULT on dogs 
over 1 year of age.  
ASCA: Left two photos: FAULT. Far right photo: DISQUALIFICATION.
MAS: AKC, FCI: All three photos are a DISQUALIFICATION.
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31Eye Color

Blue eyes
Blue eyes are correct and equally desirable 
in all coat colors, including blue merle, black, 
red merle, and red.

Marbled eyes
In merles, eyes can be marbled with flecks 
and blotches of brown, amber, or blue. The 
pupil is round in shape just like a solid-color 
eye. Marbling should not be confused with 
iris coloboma which is a defect that looks 
like a pupil that is not round.

Iris coloboma and iris hypoplasia
Marbled eyes and iris colobomas can appear 
somewhat similar. However, an iris coloboma 
looks like a pupil (the black center of the eye) 
that is irregular in shape and not perfectly 
round. A coloboma is actually a notch or hole 
in the iris (the colored area around the pupil). 
A related defect is iris hypoplasia, which is a 
thinning of the iris tissue. These defects occur 
when part of the iris fails to develop before 
birth. They can be inherited, so affected dogs 
should not be used for breeding.
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FAULT: Thin heel pads and/or 
loose ligaments can cause the 
front toe pads to tip upward 
and distribute the dog's weight 
improperly. The foot's ability 
to absorb impact is greatly 
reduced. 

Aussies and MAS must have sound 
feet to accomplish their tasks.

DEFINITION: Oval feet. The two center toes are slightly longer than the 
outer and inner toes.

FAULT: Flat feet and excessive slope of 
pasterns can lead to early lameness in dogs 
who engage in strenuous activities.
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AUSSIE HIND FEET & PASTERNS MAS HIND FEET & PASTERNS

MAS FRONT FEET & PASTERNS  AUSSIE FRONT FEET & PASTERNS   
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REAR DEWCLAW

45Legs and Feet

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI

Legs: Straight and strong. Bone is strong, oval rather 
than round.
Pastern: Medium length and very slightly sloped. 
Front feet: Oval, compact with close knit, well-arched 
toes. Pads are thick and resilient.
Front dewclaws: May be removed. 
Hind feet: Oval, compact with close knit, well arched toes. Pads are thick 
and resilient.

AKC ADDS: Rear dewclaws must be removed.  FCI: No rear dewclaws.
ASCA 

Forelegs: Straight and strong, perpendicular to the ground, with moderate bone. 
Pasterns: Short, thick, and strong, but still fl exible, showing a slight angle when 
viewed from the side. 
Front feet: Oval shaped, compact, with close knit, well-arched toes. 
Pads are thick and resilient; nails short and strong.
Front dewclaws: May be removed.
Hind feet: Oval shaped, compact, with close-knit, well-arched toes. 
Pads are thick and resilient; nails short and strong. 
Rear dewclaws are removed.

MAS
AKC and FCI

Legs: Straight and strong. The bone is oval rather than round. 
Pasterns: Short, thick and strong, but still fl exible, showing a slight angle when 
viewed from the side. 
Front feet: Oval shaped, compact, with close-knit, well-arched toes.
Pads are thick and resilient; nails are short and strong. The nails may be any color 
combination. 
Front dewclaws: Should be removed (except where it is forbidden by law).
Hind feet: Oval, compact, with close knit, well arched toes. Pads are thick and 
resilient; nails are short and strong. The nails may be any color combination. 

AKC ADDS: Rear dewclaws should be removed. FCI: Rear dewclaws should be 
removed (in countries where it is not forbidden by law).
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Dilute Black
AUSSIES AKC, FCI: SEVERE FAULT
AUSSIES ASCA, MAS: DISQUALIFICATION

Dilute Red
AUSSIES AKC, FCI: SEVERE FAULT
AUSSIES ASCA, MAS: DISQUALIFICATION

Yellow
AUSSIES AKC, FCI: SEVERE FAULT
AUSSIES ASCA, MAS: DISQUALIFICATION

Sable
AUSSIES AKC, FCI: SEVERE FAULT
AUSSIES ASCA, MAS: DISQUALIFICATION

65Non-Typical Colors

DILUTE BLACK and DILUTE RED coats (which are NOT the same as 
dilution spots, see next page) are caused by the recessive MLPH gene. 
The dilution gene causes a black coat to become slate gray and the 
dog's nose will be slate or dark gray. Dilute red resembles the dusky pink 
color of a Weimaraner and the nose will be light liver, although nose color 
can be darker in some dogs. Dilution affects only the areas of the coat 
that would have been black or red/liver. Tan/copper points are not 
affected and are the same intensity of color as on a non-dilute dog. 
This type of dilute color is not linked with any health issues.

WHY are non-typical colors severely faulted or 
disqualified?
Non-typical colors detract significantly from breed character and may 
indicate mongrelization.

Yellow and sable can mask the presence of the merle gene. If a person 
didn't realize their yellow or sable dog carried a merle gene and they 
bred it to a typical merle, some of the offspring could be blind or deaf 
because they would have two copies of the merle gene.

DNA tests are available to determine genotype for some, but not 
all, non-typical colors.

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: SEVERE FAULT 
ASCA: DISQUALIFICATION: Other than recognized colors 

MAS
AKC and FCI: DISQUALIFICATION: Other than recognized colors

YELLOW dogs vary in shade from pale yellow to mahogany red and can 
easily be mistaken for normal red. Genetically yellow dogs are often 
Palomino-colored; the hair shaft is the same color from skin to hair 
tip. If they genetically carry tan/copper points, those are not visible. 
A yellow dog with a black nose is obviously not a true red, because 
red Aussies and MAS have liver noses and eye rims. A genetically 
yellow dog with a reddish coat color and a liver nose can be difficult 
to differentiate from a true red dog without genetic testing. Some 
yellows carry a merle gene which is not always expressed in the coat.  

SABLE dogs have reddish hair shafts that can be tipped in black or 
tipped in liver. Dogs with black-tipped hair shafts will have black noses. 
Dogs with red-tipped hair shafts will have liver noses and can appear 
to be normal red or yellow. There can be varying amounts of darker 
shading over the base coat color. Some sables carry a merle gene which 
is not always expressed in the coat.

Not
THAT



68Acceptable White Markings

White coming up from the underpart  
(belly and stifle white)
If a dog appears to have excess white coming up from the underpart, lift up the hair to verify the 
location of the root of the hair. The root of the hair must not extend into the body color. 

AUSSIES 
AKC and FCI: White is acceptable on the neck (either in part or as a full collar), chest, legs, 
muzzle underparts, blaze on head and white extension from underpart up to four inches (10 cm), 
measuring from a horizontal line at the elbow. The hairline of a white collar does not exceed the 
withers at the skin.

ASCA: The hairline of a white collar does not exceed the point at the withers.

MAS 

AKC and FCI: White markings may be in any combination and are restricted to: the muzzle, 
cheeks, crown, blaze on head, the neck in a partial or full collar, chest, belly, front legs, hind legs 
up the hock and may extend in a thin outline of the stifle. A small amount of white extending 
from the underline may be visible from the side, not to exceed one inch (2.5 cm) above the elbow. 
The hairline of a white collar does not exceed the withers at the skin.

Note: Look at both sides of the dog because markings can be different. 
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MAS: Conspicuous, 
isolated spot or patch of 
white inside this area is a 

DISQUALIFICATION

This Aussie's white collar and stifle white are well within 
the breed standards' descriptions. He has very little 
belly white.

This MAS's white collar, stifle white, and belly white are 
well within the breed standards' descriptions. 

AUSSIES: White spots or 
patches inside this area  

are a DISQUALIFICATION

AUSSIES: Maximum acceptable belly white. 
MAS: FAULT. Exceeds 1 inch (2.5 cm) above the 
elbow.



69Excess Body White and White Body Splashes

White Body Splash: Disqualification
AUSSIES AND MAS: DISQUALIFICATION: Isolated white body splash.

Excess Body White: Fault
AUSSIES AND MAS: FAULTED according to the degree of deviation from the ideal.

WHY are white body splashes disqualified and excess body and head white 
discouraged?  
White outside of the areas described in the standards is a warning sign that there may be health 
problems related to lack of pigment. Excess white can be produced by several gene combinations.

•	 Puppies from a merle to merle cross that have excess white markings are frequently blind 
and fully or partially deaf. 

•	 Puppies from a solid to merle cross that have excess white markings may have two copies of 
the Piebald or other white spotting genes that can be associated with deafness, particularly 
if there is white around the base of the ear.

DEFINITION of white body splash

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: White body splashes, which means white on body between withers and tail, on sides 
between elbows and back of hindquarters in all colors. (The AKC Glossary defines "splashed" as 
irregularly patched, color on white or white on color.)

ASCA: Not defined.

MAS
AKC and FCI: White body splashes, which means any conspicuous, isolated spot or patch of white 
on the area between withers and tail, on back, or sides between elbows and back of hindquarters. 
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74Faults Severe Faults

FAULTS are deviations from the 
standards that interfere with the dog's 
ability to perform its original purpose. If 
a feature or quality is desirable it should 
only be present in the right measure.

AUSSIES 

FCI: Any departure from the foregoing 
points should be considered a FAULT 
and the seriousness with which the fault 
should be regarded should be in exact 
proportion to its degree and its effect 
upon the health and welfare of the dog.

ASCA: 
FAULT: A level bite. Missing teeth 
should be faulted to the degree that 
they deviate from a full complement 
of 42 teeth.

FAULT: Any deviation from almond-
shaped eyes.

GAIT FAULTS shall be penalized 
according to the degree of deviation 
from the ideal.

MAS 

FCI: Any departure from the foregoing 
points should be considered a FAULT 
and the seriousness with which the 
fault should be regarded should be in 
exact proportion to its degree and its 
effect upon the health and welfare of 
the dog and its ability to perform its 
traditional work.

AKC and FCI: FAULT: Noses that are less 
than fully pigmented. 

SEVERE FAULT: EARS 

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: Prick ears and 
hanging ears.

ASCA: Prick ears; overly large 
ears; low set ears with no lift 
from the base.

MAS
AKC and FCI: Prick ears and 
ears that hang with no lift. 

SEVERE FAULT: COAT 

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: Non-typical 
coats.

ASCA: Non-typical coats 
such as excessively long; 
overabundant/profuse;  
wiry; or curly.

MAS
AKC and FCI: Non-typical 
coats.

SEVERE FAULT:  
WHITE ON EARS 

MAS
AKC: White markings covering 
over 25% of an ear. 

SEVERE FAULT:  
TEMPERAMENT 

AUSSIES
AKC:  Any display of shyness, 
fear or aggression. 

SEVERE FAULT: 
NOSE PIGMENT 

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: More than 25% 
unpigmented nose on dogs  
over 1 year of age.

MAS
AKC and FCI: 25% to 50% 
unpigmented nose leather.
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75Disqualifi cations

DISQUALIFICATION: TEMPERAMENT

AUSSIES and MAS
FCI: Aggressive or overly shy.

DISQUALIFICATION: ABNORMALITIES

Monorchidism and cryptorchidism: One or both testicles did not descend 
into the scrotum. 
Any dog clearly showing physical or behavioral abnormalities.

DISQUALIFICATION: BITE

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: Undershot. Overshot greater 
than 1/8 inch. Loss of contact caused by short 
center incisors in an otherwise correct bite 
shall not be judged undershot. 

ASCA: Undershot bite, overshot bite, wry 
mouth. Teeth broken or missing by accident 
shall not be penalized.

MAS
AKC and FCI: Undershot or overshot bite. 
Teeth broken or missing by accident shall not 
be penalized.

DISQUALIFICATION: NOSE PIGMENT

AUSSIES
ASCA: Dudley nose (a pink nose with no 
dark pigment).

MAS
AKC and FCI: Over 50% unpigmented 
nose leather.

DISQUALIFICATION: COLOR

Yellow, Sable, Dilute Black, Dilute Red

AUSSIES
ASCA: Other than recognized colors. 

MAS
AKC and FCI: Other than recognized 
colors. 

DISQUALIFICATION: SIZE 

MAS
AKC and FCI: Under 14 inches (35.5 cm) and 
over 18 inches (46 cm) for dogs; under 13 
inches (33 cm) and over 17 inches (43.5 cm) 
for bitches. Minimum heights do not apply 
to dogs or bitches under 6 months old. DISQUALIFICATION: WHITE BODY SPLASHES

AUSSIES
AKC and FCI: White body splashes, which means [isolated] 
white on body between withers and tail, on sides 
between elbows and back of hindquarters in all colors.

ASCA: White body splashes.

MAS
AKC and FCI: White body splashes, which means any 
conspicuous, isolated spot or patch of white on the area 
between withers and tail, on back, or sides between 
elbows and back of hindquarters.
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