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Foreword

Anne was one of my first students when I moved to Kentucky, and I have enjoyed helping her navigate through the different methods of training horses for over 12 years. I have coached her on several horses that varied in breed, training, age, and conformation.

Anne’s quest to leave no stone unturned led her to focus on dressage, which to me is the science of gymnastic training for the horse. A dedicated student, Anne always takes notes and thinks about the lesson plan for the next lesson; she is determined to make sure she understands every detail of the exercise. Anne also is one of the few people willing to take whatever time it takes to have the horse accept the concept. That could be 45 minutes at walk or ending a ride after eight minutes of great work.

When you educate a horse, you help that horse. When you educate the rider, you help every horse that person rides, and all the people that rider may help along the way. This describes my years with Anne perfectly. It is fun to see her pass on many of the theories and sayings that were passed on to me from the great horsemen who helped me over the last four decades. How to Ride the Horse You Thought You Bought is a great step in that direction; it will help many people have a better relationship with their horses, which in turn tends to keep horses in happy homes.

It is the rider’s responsibility to do the best for the horse you are on. Use the information in this book to help you do that. Enjoy learning to communicate clearly with your horse, which will allow you to put the horse in the position where he can do the work you are asking of him. Most of all, enjoy the process—and put the horse first.

– SHARON VANDER ZIEL –

Judge Curriculum Manager

United States Dressage Federation

Dressage Instructor for Over 40 Years



 

[image: ] Go after whatever it is that you are seeking to find with all of the ability that you have to find it. [image: ]

David Goggins, Retired US Navy SEAL,

New York Times Bestselling Author, Endurance Athlete


Introduction

Whether it’s for speed, power, jumping, or moving in intricate harmony with another creature, when people set out to ride horses, they are eager to experience the sensations generated by the beautiful animals performing underneath. Often, however, the realization quickly follows that horses don’t operate like an automatic transmission in a car, and you probably won’t be able to accomplish everything you envisioned on the first ride. Or, you accept what a horse feels like at face value, not realizing how much more smooth, intuitive, and connected the experience can be. But what makes riding horses fascinating is the challenge of learning to communicate with your horse in a way that enables you to achieve your desired goals. Like so many things, riding is about discovery and the lessons learned along the way. There is great joy and satisfaction in achieving a hard-earned goal and developing a partnership with your horse. The objective of this book is to equip you with tools for understanding and working with your horse’s responses, so that you can eventually achieve your goals with him. And, although your horse (probably) has been trained, it (probably) was done by someone else. This book teaches you how to build a relationship with your horse from the ground up, ensuring a common understanding for harmonious interactions going forward.



[image: ]

We yearn for the sensations that we observe others achieving with their horses and strive to emulate them. How do they do it? This book offers practical tools that are applicable to the majority of horses, allowing horse and human to develop a mutual understanding. This, in turn, enables every rider to make progress toward an objective.



Who Am I?

Why did I write this book? I have a voracious appetite for learning and have immersed myself in a variety of disciplines (dressage, jumping, reining, racing, halter, and saddle seat, to name just a few), and breeds (Arabians, Warmbloods, Saddlebreds, Quarter Horses, Thoroughbreds, and Akhal-Tekes) over the course of a half century. I was fortunate to have learned from numerous notable individuals in each field and have compiled useful guidance from each here. I have ridden hundreds of horses, enabling me to discern which techniques are universally effective with an array of equine temperaments. Lastly, I am an educator. I spent my entire career devising ways of making baffling science concepts relatable, meaningful, and useful. Such experience grants me a cumulative and nimble point of view and, from this context, I harvested a few key points:

[image: ] Doing something is hard when you don’t know how to do it.

[image: ] Doing something is fun and easy when you DO know how to do it.

[image: ] Achievement makes people feel good.

[image: ] There are things (the Four Stages of Competence introduced by Gordon Training International employee Noel Burch in the 1970s) that:

•• You know you know (conscious competence).

•• You know you don’t know but want to learn (conscious incompetence).

•• You don’t even know that you don’t know (unconscious incompetence).

•• You can do because of innate talent, although you can’t articulate what you do (unconscious competence).

•• You think you know, but you actually don’t (false self-assurance, which can be very harmful).

The awareness to know that you must distinguish amongst these when riding and working with horses is powerful, and that is one of the things I hope to teach you.

This Book’s Objectives

This book endeavors to reveal what lies between the lines of conventional horsemanship instruction, pulling back the curtain on knowing exactly what you need to do each ride. The goal is to make the implicit explicit by elaborating (providing more information), exemplifying (giving examples) and illustrating (offering analogies) for better comprehension. I want you to know that you can ride “the horse you thought you bought,” but you must create it. And after reading and implementing the material from this book, you will be more capable of having the horse “you thought you bought” (whether you literally bought a horse or are just working with one and a set of expectations) because you are empowered to do so.

For any activity I’ve described in the pages ahead, there are four components that are addressed: “what,” “how,” “why,” and “how well.” A useful learning tool would be to obtain four different color highlighters and mark each of these four concepts in a particular color throughout this book in order to cement these ideas in your mind. Understanding why something happens or why something ought to be done is compelling knowledge that improves learning (fig. I.1).


[image: ]
I.1 Active Reading. A reader gains significantly more knowledge from a text when she thoughtfully and actively interacts with its content. To engage in such a dialogue with the text, one must read with a purpose: searching for specific concepts, such as “what,” “why,” “how,” and “how well,” requires a reader to think critically, generate a response to the text, and evaluate whether it meets needs. Color-coding makes it possible to connect “what” with “how” and “why” and to determine what “how well” means. Understanding the how and why of a task makes determining “what to do” much clearer. A second advantage of highlighting is the ability to quickly locate useful information in the future.



It also helps to be aware that, frequently, horse training doesn’t look like the finished product, and that’s okay. Sometimes, you need to do things in whatever way necessary for your horse to understand what you want. That may mean that you need to break conventional rules of equitation for a moment (for example, look down at your horse or watch your hands). Once he understands, you can refine your movements and return to accepted norms. Be prepared to be patient. Too many people are in a rush. Time invested on the front end waiting for a horse to become solid in his understanding is well worth the effort. His subsequent learning curve will be much faster as a result, and you will reap the benefits of your patience. Your horse will be substantially happier, and this is of great value all around. Force without comprehension isn’t the quickest, safest, or most successful way in the long game of riding.

What to Expect in the Pages Ahead

This book addresses the question, “How do I know what to do on my horse today?” This text assumes that you already ride in a basic fashion (walk, trot, and maybe canter independently), that you are working with a horse that has already been backed (albeit is perhaps not well-trained or well-behaved), and that you desire to “be productive” with your horse. What do I mean by the latter? In my experience working with more than a thousand individuals, I have come to the realization that people purchase horses with specific intentions in mind. So in this context, “being productive” refers to making progress toward that specific intention, whether competing at a certain level or going for a trail ride with friends.

My students generally have come to me because they are unable to communicate with their horse, particularly at a fundamental level, and there is a significant disparity between their aspirations (those intentions I just mentioned) and the harsh realities of their “situation.” This book serves as a conduit between what you may have believed your horse to be (either due to assumptions, unrealistic expectations, naivety, or misinformation) and the resources needed to realize your aspirations. I provide practical tools that are suitable for nearly all horses, enabling the horse and human to establish a shared understanding. We get to the nitty-gritty of the skills that I wish had been taught from the outset, elusive concepts that few articulate in depth. I want to help you understand what to do to get what you expect from your horse. This begins with fundamental preliminary experiences, what I call the “Non-Negotiables,” designed to teach you how to ride your horse in a way that achieves predictable, repeatable results. You will learn to distinguish between correct and incorrect responses. When your horse performs well, you will want to replicate that; good feelings are gratifying and reinforcing. This is how progress is made. The more you understand the interdependence of the Non-Negotiables, and become proficient in their application, the more sense each will make.

Repetition

Several concepts are intentionally repeated throughout the book. This has been done for the following reasons:

[image: ] Sometimes a notion isn’t understood in its entirety on first reading.

[image: ] It is presented slightly differently as applied in a new, more refined or advanced context.

[image: ] When described in a slightly new way, you come to see more sense to it.

[image: ] It’s something that people persistently forget to implement while riding.

[image: ] It’s important enough to warrant repetition in order to remain in the forefront throughout the book.

This technique, referred to as “spiraling the curriculum,” revisits topics while progressively deepening the material as learning advances. When you encounter a concept that has been repeated for these reasons and your mind says, “Yes, yes, I know”—and you can correctly project what it will say before you finish reading the sentence—then I have achieved my goal! Only when one has internalized a concept can one build on prior knowledge.

Note that everyday concepts (“heels down”) are not ascribed to any specific author, whereas unique concepts—or those that I have only ever heard once—are cited. This book further seeks to overtly define and contextualize equestrian jargon so the reader isn’t obliged to guess what a descriptor means. Indeed, the United States Dressage Federation (USDF) recently created a glossary of terms to standardize the use of terminology for riders, trainers, and judges to ensure that everyone using the same word means the same thing. These terms can be found in Appendix I (p. 282).


Learning on Your Own

While having eyes-on-the-ground feedback is the real-time, horse-specific way to learn to ride, I have successfully learned from a “remote” teacher through means other than in-person lessons. Learning from media does work; but you must approach learning differently than the traditional form of receiving passive instruction. In some ways, it’s actually better because you must be an active, deliberate participant in your learning, rather than outsourcing your brain and letting someone else do the problem-solving for you: you must learn to objectively assess yourself and seek ways to identify, articulate, clarify and resolve what you don’t understand.

Discovery learning, or solving a problem on your own (with guidance), is a powerful experience because you are compelled to be self-reflective and independent. This notion is illustrated by Mortimer Adler in his book How to Read a Book (Touchstone, 1972), where he asserts that “books are absent teachers:”


[image: ] There is good reason to place primary emphasis on reading, and let listening become a secondary concern. The reason is that listening is learning from a teacher who is present—a living teacher—while reading is learning from one who is absent. If you ask a living teacher a question, he’ll probably answer you. If you are puzzled by what he says, you can save yourself the trouble of thinking by asking him what he means. If, however, you ask a book a question, you must answer it yourself… [the book] answers you only to the extent that you do the work of thinking and analysis yourself.



Lessons learned this way, on one’s own, tend to be more deeply internalized and open the door to further insightful thinking processes.

Because horseback riding is a diagnostic and problem-solving activity, it is conducive to self-study. The more attuned you are to recognizing when something is amiss, systematically experimenting with how to address it, and remembering what worked and what didn’t, the better rider you become. This means you will be able to assist a horse, more like a trainer, rather than simply “pushing buttons” and hoping for the best. Moreover, you will develop the feel, timing, and methodology of riding, which are all essential components of horsemanship (treating horses with respect and understanding), as opposed to focusing solely on correct equitation. This is also advantageous when you are alone and encounter a difficult situation.

Let me share an example from my own experience.

Dr. Thomas Ritter (ArtisticDressage.com) has hundreds of fascinating and meaningful exercises to ride. They are purposeful, effective, and well-explained with regard to what, why, how, when, and where to use them. But one of the more basic ones just plain eluded me. It seemed straightforward, but it didn’t click in my brain for some reason. So, I just kept revisiting it. It’s called “Stopping into All Four Feet” and “it creates a connection from the rider’s weight through each leg of the horse to the ground,” says Dr. Ritter. “Stopping into a leg improves the horse’s permeability for the aids, his balance, his body awareness, his back activity, his suppleness, and his rein contact.”

Here is how Dr. Ritter explains the exercise on his website (note I have transcribed it exactly):

1. Ride walk to halt transitions into each leg.

2. Start with the outside front leg, followed by the outside hind leg, etc.

3. If you want to stop into an outside leg, apply a pressure with the outside rein when an outside leg is on the ground. If you want to stop into an inside leg, apply a pressure with the inside rein when an inside leg is on the ground.

4. Ride each transition in with 3 half-halts in consecutive strides. The first 2 half-halts are announcements for the horse so that he can prepare himself for the upcoming transition. The 3rd half-halt executes the transition.

5. When you ride the transition, count in your head: half-halt, half-halt, halt.

6. When you ride a down transition into a specific leg, you send your weight through this leg into the ground, creating a connection between your weight and the ground. This connection can only be established when the horse opens himself up to the aids and allows the aids to travel through this part of his body. If there are muscle blockages in and around this leg, the aids won’t be able to go through. The horse will then drop his back and brace with his body against the half-halts.

I couldn’t quite fathom stopping “into a leg.” I didn’t believe that I could specifically control each of the horse’s legs and I was, frankly, intimidated to even give it a go. I finally just decided to try stopping into each leg and see if doing it helped my understanding. The first time I tried on the ground, walking a well-trained horse wearing a bridle in-hand so that I could watch his legs to get a feel for it. It turned out to be easy and worked like a charm. The next morning, I tried it riding on a green and unbalanced four-year-old. Same result.

But I still couldn’t see the value or the power of the exercise. It was only when I tried it on a horse that was a runaway with a history of abuse that I understood the full impact of the value of this concept! When I tried to stop either front leg, the horse just plowed on through. There was no stopping her. Then, I was surprised when I tried stopping the horse on the hind legs because that turned out to be easy! She stopped immediately, with no question or resistance.

Up until this point, I must have been habitually trying to stop her with a front leg and didn’t even realize that I was doing that, because I could never stop or slow this horse. Now that I knew which legs were out of control, I changed my strategy to utilize the hind legs and began working methodically to get the front legs to respond. Using the rein on the same side as a front leg turned out to be useless, but using the rein on the opposite side did work. So, then, I had a tool to use to help control this horse.

From this experience, I learned that, when something didn’t work with a horse, to look at the situation like the game show Wheel of Fortune in which contestants guess letters of the alphabet to solve hangman-like puzzles. The most commonly used letters in the English language are R, S, T, L, N, and E, so the producers give those letters to contestants automatically to force them to try something different. Sometimes, we have to stop using “R, S, T, L, N, and E”; try the “rest of the alphabet” to freshen up our horses’ responses.

Dr. Ritter’s exercise turned out to be diagnostic, giving me a powerful means of evaluating what the fundamental issue was preventing a rider from being able to stop this horse. It definitely took a couple of weeks of intentional riding to consistently get this horse to come back on a half-halt on the front legs, but the exercise removed her anxiety, gave her a clear understanding of what I wanted, and improved communication drastically. It was life changing! I had no one around to help me, but just by trying the exercise and paying attention, I was able to figure it out.

Doing this exercise was extremely valuable in itself, but it also opened a whole new world of feel and awareness for me: I discovered that I was more attuned to the timing of aids and could feel whether the horse’s legs were underneath him or stepping away from his body. I could use my seat, legs, or reins to put them back. It also taught me how to control the movement of his shoulders and keep them beneath the withers, providing new levels of control and stability.

In Mortimer Adler’s How to Read a Book, he states:


[image: ] Getting more information is learning, and so is coming to understand what you didn’t understand before. To be informed is to know simply that something is the case. To be enlightened is to know, in addition, what it is all about… This distinction is familiar in terms of the differences between being able to remember something and being able to explain it. If you remember what an author says, you have learned something from reading him. But, you have gained nothing but information if you have exercised only your memory. You have not been enlightened. Enlightenment is achieved only when, in addition to knowing what an author says, you know what he means and why he says it…. The point, however, isn’t to stop at being informed.



Enlightened riding then, is knowing “how” and “why” something is done, as opposed to just “what.”



Organization

This book is structured so that the bulk of what needs to be said about “how” to do something is addressed in the initial body of the text. Then, because every horse is different, and many variables can occur, a list of caveats (cautionary elements) follow at the end of most sections. These alert you to common and expected behaviors or reactions you may encounter, enabling you to be prepared and not surprised by their occurrence; you are not alone in facing them. They aren’t listed in any specific order. Here are a few examples as pertain to this book and working with horses in general:

[image: ] Caveats

[image: ] Many people don’t realize how much training horses need, or that they learn in small increments.

[image: ] Expecting horses to act like dogs is unrealistic. Horses are prey animals, while dogs are predators. These opposing points of view affect how they react to their surroundings and stimuli.

[image: ] Because horses are convinced that doing something they have never done before is impossible, they need time to adjust to new ideas; they need you to “show them the way.” Knowing what to expect reduces anxiety, allowing them to focus attention to you.

[image: ] Introduce new arena exercises in walk, so the horse can see the work space and become familiar with the task. Familiarity will help when he’s moving faster and covering more ground. Walking is also beneficial for the rider because it allows you to assess the exercise and plan and strategize: Are you on the intended path, for example, a true 20-meter circle, or is your horse crooked? Is the exercise easy or hard for the horse, or for a specific part of the horse’s body?

[image: ] When riding, do not wander aimlessly. Ride a predetermined course, such as a circle, straight line, or serpentine. Not only will your horse be able to sense your intent, but such arena exercises are informative because they reveal both horse and rider’s strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, other riders are able to anticipate your path to avoid collisions.

[image: ] A horse cannot be expected to meet complex training goals for months. Like their human counterparts, horses need time to develop their bodies and understanding before they can do a task without strain or difficulty.

[image: ] People tend to assume that horses have some level of permanent fitness, just by virtue of being a horse. However, horses are biological beings, just like humans, and they must also become fit. Treat the horse’s body with the consideration with which you would treat your own.

[image: ] You are not just a passenger on your horse; he is not the only athlete in the equation. You are participating in a sport in which your muscles are also engaged to maintain your posture and balance in the saddle for an extended period of time, so you need to be physically fit as well.

[image: ] Horses don’t actively consider how many legs they have or where they put them, so walking a straight line can be challenging. Riding in a straight line while slightly flexing the horse’s head to the left or right may seem simplistic, but riders quickly discover how difficult this is! As the horse swerves and leans, the rider realizes that horses are not automatic.

[image: ] Horses must first learn to balance themselves before negotiating the added weight and movement of a rider. It is even more difficult when the rider is unstable (see next bullet); the horse cannot predict where or when the rider’s weight will shift from stride to stride.

[image: ] Try standing on two scales that are placed adjacent to one another. Observe 1) whether your weight is evenly distributed on each scale and 2) the degree to which your weight varies when you lean from side to side. Even a seemingly insignificant shift in weight can represent 30 to 40 pounds that your horse must compensate for. And when you stand on the two scales and intentionally sway from side to side, you will note that your weight can shift 50 pounds or more! The front end of the horse is already burdened by the weight of his head and neck, so this extra weight shift is not only extremely challenging for him to balance, it can impact his health and soundness.

[image: ] Horses aren’t born knowing what aids mean, or the horse you ride might not know your cues. Take time to assess your horse’s understanding and teach him what you mean. Clarity and consistency are essential.

[image: ] “Don’t get greedy” is good advice. If your horse is doing well, don’t drill. Repetition increases the chance that you’ll do it slightly differently each time and muddy the waters. Get what you want, stop, and reward for performing the exercise correctly. Let him relax. Revisit tomorrow.

[image: ] When your horse does everything right the first time, get off! Quality is more important than quantity! Give your horse the confidence of knowing he did well. Although you would have liked to ride longer, it’s always okay to stop riding early. This doesn’t happen often. And since horses usually offer up what they did well the day before, your next ride should be more successful.

[image: ] Your horse gets tired. Once he exhibits signs of fatigue, especially when introducing new content, avoid overworking him. He won’t perform as well if he’s tired, sore, too hot/cold, or if the footing is bad. Tomorrow is another day. Moreover, if he’s working incorrectly because he’s tired, he’ll develop incorrect muscle memory and physique.

[image: ] The ideas presented in this book may encourage the reader to undergo a paradigm shift, or a shift from one way of thinking to another, which can be unsettling. Misconceptions about horses and riding abound, and there is a strong desire to cling to beliefs or habits even when logic contradicts them. It can be disconcerting to come across concepts you didn’t even know you didn’t know. You may believe you know how to ride, only to discover that your body is doing something difficult to recognize or change.

[image: ] Accept the journey! For example, if you lean forward, simply sitting vertically can make you feel like you’re leaning too far back until you get used to the improved posture. Don’t let frustration, the “weirdness” of a new sensation, or discouragement stand in the way of progress.

[image: ] The purpose of this book is to help you discern the logic of your discipline and learn how to think like an equestrian. It encourages your curiosity and perception, enabling you to identify and articulate questions you have as a rider.

[image: ] Extensions

An extension activity extends the learning of a lesson. Extension tasks provide additional or alternative forms of practice. When they appear in the pages ahead, they aren’t presented in any order. Incorporate them as may be applicable. As with the Caveats, here are some sample Extensions that apply to the book in general:

[image: ] Work through this book with a friend; it is a book you do. Read and discuss the text one paragraph, or section, at a time, even rephrasing one sentence at a time. Take turns explaining it to each other; working together gives you the opportunity to experience the old adage, “to teach is to learn twice.” Scheduled discussion:

•• Creates accountability.

•• Encourages you to listen to what you are saying and see if that’s really what you mean.

•• Causes you to think about what you’re doing while riding.

•• Causes you to refine your understanding of a subject as you explain it to others.

•• Brings notions into focus that may not have occurred to you.

•• Further extends your understanding.

[image: ] Ride, then revisit the topic to see what insights have surfaced as a result of the implementation of the material. Reviewing the text a second time after riding may prove eye-opening and valuable: because of your experience, you will “hear” the material “with new ears,” thus enabling you to perceive the deeper meanings in what was presented. Reading the book again later may even feel like you are reading a different book because, what you need to know now will be what you focus on but, as your skill and experience grow in the future, other sections will stand out with new significance. Because your capacity for a more complete understanding develops, you will gain a more refined comprehension of what you need at this moment. This is how learning about riding works.

[image: ] Explore the Feldenkrais Method, which teaches people how to be more aware of their bodies to improve function. Becoming aware of what your body does is crucial for riding success. For example, many people think they are sitting upright when, in fact, they are leaning forward, back, left or right. Feldenkrais activities can assist you in changing your perception of where you are in space.

Keep in Mind

Opportunity: A Book is an Absent Teacher

This book is designed to behave somewhat like a nerve cell: nerve cells convert an electrical impulse into a chemical signal. In a similar fashion, this book endeavors to translate the experience of riding into words so that you can think like good riders think; feel what good riders feel, do what good riders do. It will get you on a road that makes sense and is doable, even if you don’t always have an instructor. You will develop confidence as you learn to recognize what is working, what isn’t, what you need to do, whether you achieve it, and whether success is replicable. And, most importantly, it will help you recall what to do while riding so you don’t flounder.

Learn from Your Horse

Your actions have direct effects on your horse’s behavior. If the same error keeps occurring, analyze the situation and determine the relationship between your actions and the horse’s behavior. Dr. Thomas Ritter points out in his YouTube Artistic Dressage “Rider Revolution” series that a horse’s responses show the rider exactly how she is influencing him. He clarifies that “there are mainly two options for anything you want to try: go forward or back, left or right, more pressure on one seat bone or the other, etc…. There are a very limited number of options and the horse will either get better or worse every time you change something…note where the horse seems the happiest, roundest and softest.” He recommends experimenting with doing things alternatively and compare what you get for doing “this,” or for doing “that.” If you only have to choose between “this” or “that,” it’s not that hard to do. Then, you intentionally keep what you like and eliminate what you don’t. In this way, your horse can serve as a very effective teacher…The trick is to remember to maintain doing what you do want.

The Right Equipment and Attitude

The following will help you get the most out of this book:

[image: ] If using a bridle and bit, use a mild bit like a snaffle (I recommend using an anatomical shape made of salox or aurigan so that it has neutral taste, warms readily, and encourages salivation). Bitless options are also acceptable.

[image: ] Practice the material until it works (usually takes three days for success).

[image: ] Have patience and self-reflection; think about what you are doing.

[image: ] Mirrors, video, and eyes on the ground help a lot.


Study Guide

Overview

When I was teaching, I told my students that science was hard only because they didn’t know how to do it…yet. To illustrate this point, I showed them the number 13511214385171341683 for five seconds. Then, I asked them to write the number down immediately for a quiz grade, which created a lot of anxiety because that was “hard.” When they couldn’t do it, I said to them, “What if I told you to start with the first number in the sequence and use the formulaic pattern “times 2 plus 1, times 2 minus 1?” Thus:

[image: ] Multiply the first number by 2, add one: 1x2= 2, 2+1= 3

[image: ] Take that result and multiply that by 2, 

then subtract 1: 3x2= 6, 6-1= 5

[image: ] Alternate the pattern of “times 2 plus 1, times 2 minus 1” to figure out the rest of the numbers in the sequence.

[image: ] Therefore:

5x2= 10, 10+1= 11

11x2= 22, 22-1= 21 (now you have generated 1351121….)

And so forth

Once my students could see the pattern, they were able to generate the number on demand any day for the rest of their lives because they understood how to do it. Once they comprehended the pattern, it was no longer hard and they eagerly retook the quiz, fully confident that they would get 100 percent. This set the tone for the class from the first day: Anything is easy when you know how to do it.

Further, taking a page from “Marketing 101”—perceived need drives consumer desire for a product—I purposefully created a need in the students so that they were eager to learn how to memorize that number. Likewise, you’re probably reading this book because horses create powerful needs—for friendship, for safety, or for a deep yearning to ride your horse in a certain way or at a certain level.

As with the number sequence quiz and my students, this book guides you to understand patterns of horse behavior that govern riding so that it becomes easy for you to solve, too. The study guide sections, like this one, appear at the end of each chapter and serve as “formulas” that you can use to reconstruct the material for yourself at any time. Instead of using math as in my example here, I introduce cognitive structures—mental tools the brain uses to make sense of information—to help you actively engage with the material (how much effort and focused attention are you willing to invest in learning the task at hand?), rather than merely being a passive spectator to words on a page. The activities in the Study Guides are intellectually stimulating and were selected because of their high appeal and capacity for producing the desired result with students. The Study Guides will:

[image: ] Familiarize you with the terminology, concepts, and skills you will need for riding.

[image: ] Give you confidence for implementing these concepts and skills through explaining, in detail, when, why, and how to do these things, what to expect from the horse and what the rider’s role is in the horse’s response.

[image: ] Give you strategies for grappling with, distilling, and organizing the information for yourself in order to internalize, retain, apply, and modify it.

[image: ] Help you develop day-to-day and long-range plans.

[image: ] Apply what you have learned to new situations or problems you will encounter.

[image: ] Encourage you to reflect on what you have learned and sort out what “you know you know” and what “you know you don’t know”…yet.

To share these tried-and-true structures, I turned, in part, to criticalthinking.org and to bestselling author and communications guru Carmine Gallo, author of Talk Like TED (St. Martin’s Press, 2015). (TED is a nonprofit organization devoted to spreading ideas in the form of short, powerful and memorable presentations on the topics of Technology, Entertainment and Design, thus “TED.”) In his book, Gallo shares with readers that “in order to force the brain to see things differently, you must find new and novel ways to help the brain perceive information differently. The brain must be provided with something it has never before processed to force it out of predictable perceptions.” Gallo continues, in the section of the book entitled, “Teach Me Something New,” that things are “more interesting if you share ideas from fields that are much different from your own.” As an example, he noted that Apple, the technology company, visited Ritz-Carleton Hotels to learn more about customer service. It’s a new way of looking at your world.

Through the Study Guide presented at the end of each chapter, I want to help you look at the world of riding horses through the fresh lenses of structures like critical thinking and TED strategies to stimulate your brain in order to internalize the content in ways that are meaningful to you. What you generate, you know. This is important because, the more facile you are with this information, the more diagnostic you can be—for both you and your horse—while you are riding. While you will find the Study Guides at the end of particular chapters, all of them can be utilized with any topic, or you can reuse one that works particularly well for your learning style. It is invaluable to work through these exercises so that you actively engage with the text to discern how well you truly understand the material I’m sharing with you. Riding is an intellectual endeavor, and the more you dissect it, the more success and satisfaction you will find. You need to practice the thinking as much as you need to practice the riding! Riding is a thinking game.




Part One

GROUND RULES

[image: ]



Working with your horse on the ground is beneficial in many ways:

[image: ] When you are nervous, groundwork allows you to get to know your horse and work with him until you feel confident and relaxed.

[image: ] When your horse is nervous, groundwork will help him establish a familiar routine until he feels confident and relaxed.

[image: ] You will learn to control your horse’s body on the ground so that you will know what to do when you ride.

[image: ] You will learn to identify what is going well or not going well; whether your horse is sore; how to predict what he will do; and whether his gaits, shape, movement, and alignment are correct.

[image: ] It prepares the horse for riding and enables you to see what is going on beneath you when you ride.

Groundwork and riding are two inseparable sides of the same coin.

Who Is Your Horse?
Building a Relationship from the Ground Up

Horses are big and physical. Therefore, before you start riding, it is highly beneficial to get a good grasp of who your horse is and how he reacts. By being observant, you can see how horses communicate in their language (body language) and use this to your advantage.

Horses innately utilize a technique referred to as displacement, which means that they use their bodies and body language to compel another individual to move their feet, to move away (fig. P1.1). They may pin their ears, bump you with their shoulder, swing their head or hindquarters toward you, lean into you, or plow past you. They will continue to manage the space around themselves and you if you don’t recognize this is happening and do something to correct it. Since horses are hierarchical herd animals, establishing yourself as a “leader” makes them less inclined to displace you. They should be respectful and make space for you.


[image: ]
P1.1 Displacement. When you don’t teach your horse to respect your space, he will crowd you. This is not safe.



In this section you will learn to use human tools of displacement to communicate with your horse in ways that he more easily understands. This lets you win his respect on his terms and predict his behavior. In turn, he learns what to expect from you. Your horse starts to understand the concept of training; that your signals mean that you want him to respond. As he learns to consistently repeat behaviors on command, you gain insight on how best to manage him, while installing tools you will use from the saddle. Such preparatory groundwork saves time because your horse won’t be surprised or inept when you begin riding him.

Horses can’t see you when you are astride them, so it is advisable to establish a working relationship on the ground so that the horse recognizes who is doing what to him, and why. Horses need to feel secure, and your leadership helps him feel safe (fig. P1.2). This sets the stage for enjoyable riding. As an added bonus, you get to know your horse personally, and most people find this interaction extremely gratifying. Further, in new environments, like a horse show, using these Ground Rules focuses your horse’s attention and calms him.


[image: ]
P1.2 Good Relationship. Your horse will feel secure once he recognizes and accepts your leadership. You can only make progress with a horse when he is calm and trusting. When his mind is relaxed, his muscles can relax.



In the section that follows are some groundwork techniques that only take a few days to teach but reap a lifetime of reliable cooperation. It can help to view these techniques in action as well as read how-to instructions, so links to videos featuring “everyday riders” and a variety of horses have been included for you to scan if you wish to watch demonstrations. Note, all groundwork described is initiated from the left-hand side of the horse, although everything is done from both sides. Whatever you do on the left side, you should do again on the right.
 


Study Guide

Lesson Plans

Why Make a Plan?

At times, in lessons, when I have inquired, “What are your plans for your horse today?” students have looked at me like I have three heads and said, “Ride?” But as the instructor, I then want to know (for example): “Are you going to work on canter departs today?” If the answer is yes, I then want to know:

[image: ] How will you decide when to begin canter work during your ride?

[image: ] What sequence of exercises will logically prepare your horse?

[image: ] What are you going to do if he is stiff?

[image: ] What are you going to do if he is crooked?

[image: ] What are you going to do if he runs off?

[image: ] What are you going to do if he won’t canter?

[image: ] What are you going to do if he gets the wrong lead?

[image: ] How are you going to prepare his mind and body for success?

When students don’t know the answers to these questions at the outset of their training session, they are just fumbling, the blind leading the blind. Horse training isn’t something you can make up as you go. In order to answer these questions with ease, preparation is required. Forming a lesson plan before your ride is one method for achieving this.

What a Lesson Plan Is

As you engage in this quest to become partners with your horse, it helps if you are organized and analytical. Creating lesson plans, daily objectives that guide what your horse needs to learn, how you will teach it, what materials you need and how you will assess learning, will assist you in becoming a more proficient horseman. Not only will you be prepared to interact with your horse, but the mental process of creating this detailed agenda will help you remember what to do when working with or mounted on your horse. In the process of distilling and organizing the information, you internalize the material, making it your own; what you generate, you know and retain. From this plan, you can create a checklist, audio file, or text message to yourself—whichever format works best for you—so that you have a portable version that fits your style to refresh your memory at the barn.

Why Lesson Plans Help

Taking the time to prepare lesson plans for each session with your horse is highly beneficial. Because they provide structure and purpose for both you and your horse, they maximize the quality of your interaction. Further, engaging intellectually with the material before you set out to do it familiarizes you with what you want to do, may reveal things you don’t understand before you set out to do it, and helps you remember what your goals are. Otherwise, you may meander through the material, or forget important objectives altogether. Lesson plans result in productive learning experiences for your horse and yourself, keeping you on track and creating a predictable and consistent environment for your horse. Having a clear sense of what you want to accomplish prevents confusion and allows you to use your time as efficiently as possible.

Lesson plans are maps that show both you and your horse the way. They have logical beginning and end points. The act of creating them in a document compels you to be clear on what you want to do, how you want to do it, and how you will know if you achieved it. Being thorough about this will give you clarity about what you know and give you a sense of what you don’t. Not only do plans keep you focused, they also keep track of where you left off and where you are headed, especially if you can only get to the barn once or twice a week. Compiling your lesson plans in a file lets you see where you left off with your horse, and come in handy when working with another horse.

Brainstorming for a Lesson Plan

“Pre-writing” is the preparatory process for developing a lesson plan. Select your topic and use the information in this book’s subsections as a planning guide. Organize your thoughts by:

[image: ] Reading the material, watching videos, doing additional research.

[image: ] Figuring out how much of the material you may be able to accomplish in a time frame.

[image: ] Deciding what supplies you need.

Lesson Plan Format

A simple format to follow for a lesson plan is to decide on your topic and objective. For educators, this is referred to as backward mapping, in which you set a clear goal, then develop a series of step-by-step instructional methods, the procedure, to achieve it. This plan should take into account the nature of the horse you are trying to train. Every horse is different, and you must “meet him where he is.” This means that you may need to have modifications in the back of your mind so that you can adapt on the fly, depending on how your horse responds. Be prepared to be flexible. A friend always says, “Horses make the lesson plans.” You may go in with a plan but find that your horse is missing a key piece of training that is necessary for you to proceed. At that point you have to stop and fill in the missing piece so that your horse is competent to do what you ask. Consider this possibility ahead of time. As your horse’s training progresses, this will be less of an issue. However, you never know when a horse is going to object to something, or really just not get it.

Time management is a significant aspect of lesson plan format and includes managing multiple components:

[image: ] A single training session with a singular objective.

[image: ] A series of lessons that build toward an overall objective.

[image: ] Practice time to reinforce learning (but don’t drill).

It is never beneficial to a horse to rush due to a lack of time; therefore, you should organize your horse’s training so that he can achieve small victories when your day has a limited time frame. It is necessary to allow sufficient time for your horse to learn in a relaxed manner and to develop physically so that he can do what you want. If it is clear that you will not reach your objective on a given day, be prepared to find a suitable stopping point. Some lessons may require weeks for a horse to master. If you find this to be the case, break this objective down into smaller components.

When planning a new session, allow time to review material from the previous lesson. This gives your horse confidence by starting with a task he can perform. Also, provide time for intervention and extension activities. Interventions are remedial activities, whereas extensions are excellent for a horse that is performing well. To maintain the horse’s interest in any exercise, you must incorporate interesting variations. Note that although you may plan for “X” amount of time, any lesson may take significantly longer or shorter. With practice, you will develop a better “feel” for how long a lesson will take.

Sample Lesson Plan

Your plan doesn’t have to be fancy or technical. It just needs to be your portable agenda. Imagine the following scenarios:

[image: ] My horse is reluctant to approach the mounting block.

[image: ] My horse pushes past the mounting block, wiggles, sidesteps.

[image: ] My horse walks off before I finish mounting.

Topic: Standing at the Mounting Block

Objective: My horse will approach the mounting block willingly, stand still and stay straight while I mount, and wait for my cue to walk on.

Equipment: Mounting block, halter/bridle, lead shank, dressage whip (to use as an extension of the arm as needed), treats, timer.

Procedure:

Phase 1:

1) Lead the untacked horse to the mounting block.

2) Let him sniff and explore the mounting block; give him a treat.

3) Leave the mounting block and return as many times as it takes until he is unconcerned.

4) While holding the horse, move the mounting block around, stomp on it, and step up on it and jump off.

5) Line the horse up with the mounting block and just stand there (use timer for one minute); treat. (Walk away, return, line up again, and stand for one minute as many times as necessary.) If your horse sidesteps away from the mounting block, step down and direct him back alongside it. You may need to use the butt end of your dressage whip to steer his hindquarters (see chapter 4—p. 77).

6) Stand on the mounting block with the horse in place and face him as if you are going to mount. Pet the horse; act like you are mounting by raising your knee or acting like you are swinging your leg over. Leave the mounting block and repeat as necessary.

Phase 2:

1) Tack the horse up.

2) Repeat all the steps in Phase 1.

3) Depending on how the horse is, either stop, or get on and have the horse stand still beside the block for one minute.

4) Dismount. Give treat.

5) Leave the mounting block. Repeat.

6) Do not ride beyond the mounting block lesson. Stop for the day.

Phase 3:

1) Repeat previous day.

2) When the horse stands completely still beside the mounting block for one minute, walk off.

3) Walk a short distance. Dismount.

4) Repeat.

While all of this may seem long and difficult, it quickly becomes automatic as you learn to think this way. The act of committing your thoughts to “paper” is crucial to the learning process. Do the work. Studies show that you remember things better when you write them down.

Try This Lesson Plan Activity:

Think, Pair, Share, Compare

“Think Pair Share” is a collaborative learning strategy where individuals work together to address an assigned reading. First, you think individually about an assignment, followed by discussion with a partner. In this vein, you and your “study buddy” will choose a horse training topic and each compose a lesson plan independently. You can write the plan for your own horse or trade and do each other’s. Then, put your heads together and compare your plans.

What were the focal points of your lesson? What has your friend done? No two horses are identical, and no two people have identical perspectives. What insights did you draw from the explanation of using lesson plans in this book? What has your friend? Two readers will glean different ideas from the same text, and each of you will pick up on information that the other missed, making the experience of sharing a powerful one.




Chapter

01
SPACE BUBBLE


[image: ]

A “space bubble” is an imaginary boundary that provides a comfortable and safe distance between you and your horse.


Space Bubble 1:

Teach Your Horse to Respect Your Space

The first Ground Rule your horse needs to learn is to respect your “space bubble” (figs. 1.1 and 1.2) A space bubble is an imaginary boundary between you and others. To experience a space bubble, stand a few feet from someone. Step closer to each other, then again. You can feel the other person encroaching on “your space,” making you uncomfortable. Horses use their space bubble to communicate dominance. If the horse being intimidated doesn’t move out of the way, the space bubble “suggestion” will often be followed by heels or teeth to cement the point.


[image: ]
1.1 Displacement Behavior. Horses communicate through threatening gestures, utilizing their bodies to move other beings around.




[image: ]
1.2 Space Bubble. Your space bubble is an imaginary bubble that surrounds you. It represents a comfortable and safe distance between you and your horse. Establishing a space bubble ensures that your horse respects your leadership. Your horse must maintain his own space in order to avoid stepping on you or bumping into you. This space also acts as a buffer in case he spooks, helping to prevent him from colliding with you.



Horses can strong-arm humans in the same way, walking too closely, hitting you with their head, bumping you, stepping on your toes. Such crowding of your space is dangerous and therefore unacceptable. You need to establish your “space bubble” and teach your horse to stay in his


[image: ]



Try This:

Use a Lead Shank to Establish Space





[image: ]




[image: ]






[image: ]
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Perfect Practice Makes Perfect





[image: ]




Space Bubble 2: Turning




[image: ]




[image: ]





[image: ] Caveats
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