"Is hairball ready for the hunt test?"
In my own humble opinion, this is one of the hardest decisions for new members and, usually, it is one of the first. I'm going to attempt to provide some criterion so new started and seasoned handlers can answer this question, but first I should clarify my point of view. 

First off, most professional retriever trainers will answer this question a bit differently than I will. Although I have the utmost respect and admiration for professional trainers, I am not one. Most professionals will always have their canine prodigy far more prepared than the test will require. Why, you ask? Because their clients expect success every time they come to the line. Talk about pressure! Successful trainers who aspire to this truly deserve a tip of your hat. In my case testing satisfies (or aggravates) only one person, me.
I claim to be a proud member of the Old order of Fat Amateur Retriever Trainers - Old FARTs. Because of this, I look at testing differently. I believe a complete training program must include a testing component. If I am training Hairball for hunting, then I need a situation where my dog's skills can be evaluated - other than opening day of duck season. I see my dog everyday and it is easy to get tunnel vision. Judges are the second set of objective eyes I need. They have a standard and evaluate my dog against that standard. This identifies holes in my training program - before I jump in a boat on opening day. 
Let's get one thing straight. I have never met a judge that wanted to fail a dog - even though I hear handlers accuse them of it. Judges set up a test and evaluate your dog. It's really the dog/handler team that fails the test. When you don't meet the standard, use that information, change your program, and train a better dog. Sure I want to pass them all, but I seem to learn more from the others. 
Last, but not least, before I get to the criterion, I'd like to share some sage advice a member of Pin Oak gave me when I needed some perspective after failing a test. It stuck with me for over a decade, "You'll fail some you think you should've passed; you'll pass some you'll think you should've failed; if you stick with it, about the time you start to realize all the reasons why, it'll all work out." It did.

The rest of this is dedicated to answering the question I started out with. If you can answer 'yes' to the following questions, it indicates hairball is ready to go to the line. 
Started:

1. Have you introduced him to real birds?

2. Have you introduced him to gun fire?

3. Is he socialized well enough that walking on lead, around people and other dogs, that he won't be aggressive toward them? (If you're not sure, a test isn't the place to find out!)
4. Will he walk on lead to the line?

5. Will he sit still, while restrained by the handler, to watch the birds thrown?

6. Will he go a short distance to a fall (maximum of 75 yards on land and 60 in the water)? 
7. Will he find a bird in short cover and on open water? 
8. Will hairball bring the bird back to the area of the handler (he doesn't need to deliver it into your hand at this level) wearing nothing but a pain collar?
Seasoned:

1. Have you introduced him to real birds and gun fire?

2. Will he walk on lead to the line?

3. Will he be steady walking beside you - off lead - when the walk-up bird is thrown, you shoot and the bird falls (you can blow the whistle to stop him when the bird is thrown)?

4. Is he steady sitting beside you while you shoot the marks - no lead or no collar?

5. Will he swing with your gun to see to marks thrown?

6. Will he go to the area of the fall and establish a hunt on marks (100 yards maximum on land and 75 in the water)? 
7. Is his memory developed to the point that he can handle a double retrieve?
8. Will he go when sent on a blind?

9. Will he stop reliably on a whistle?

10. Will he cast - relatively reliably - 'back' and 'over' out to a distance of 60 yards on land and in the water?

11. Will he deliver the birds to your hand?
12. Can he handle a diversion thrown on the walk up, blind, or last bird of the double? (Although he won't fail for a switch, I'd be darned sure he won't before I took him to the line.)

Every dog deserves the opportunity to reach its maximum potential through a focused, complete and positive training program. A truly complete training program includes a testing component where your dog's skills can be fairly evaluated in situations which simulate actual hunting.

