
A
lthough you won’t find a Grand Prix rider perform
dressage in a barrel racing saddle, and you won’t
find a reining horse sliding to a stop with a tightly
braided mane, it’s very easy for trainers to borrow
exercises and maneuvers from different disciplines.

When it comes to the equestrian world, exclusivity of training
techniques doesn’t exist.

“I think most horse trainers enjoy all aspects of the equine
industry. They like watching a good horse, regardless of the dis-
cipline,” says AQHA Professional Horseman Brad Kearns. “I
think any time you watch a good horse, regardless of the disci-
pline, and you watch a good trainer in another discipline, you
learn something from that. If you go to a clinic, watch a TV
program, or read a book, I think you always learn something

from that as well.”
Kearns explains that he gets

a lot of his own training tech-
niques from his comrades in
the show pen. The best horse
trainers are always learning,
whether they’re on their own
or at a clinic.
“I learned, a long time ago,

that you will take the infor-
mation you get by watching
or listening to other people in
the equine industry,” he says.
“You don’t necessarily pla-
giarize what they’re doing,
but some aspect of what they
do can apply to you. It’s like

the advice that your parents gave you; they gave you the advice,
and you might not use it right at that moment, but somewhere
down the line it’s going to click back in and you’re going to re-
member. Remember that one time you saw a dressage rider and
how they kept the horse’s body square and up for the lead
change? You’re going to incorporate that knowledge, whether
you write it down in the short book of your memory or go back
and use it later. Every piece of knowledge, that you see or hear
from other people, you’ll use at some point in the future. It might
not be directly; it might be indirectly.”

From the World of Dressage

Maneuvers such as the two track, extended or collected gaits,
and passage are some of the more common dressage-related ex-
ercises you might see a horse trainer, of any discipline, incorpo-
rate into their daily working routines. Dressage is defined by the
International Equestrian Federation as the “highest expression of
horse training.” The fundamental purpose of the event is to de-
velop a horse’s natural athletic ability and willingness to perform,
thereby maximizing its potential as a riding horse. Dressage rid-
ers are known for their minimal aids and invisible cues, thus il-
lustrating picture-perfect harmony between a horse and rider. It’s
no surprise that trainers of all disciplines want to mimic such a
seamless partnership.

Some dressage maneuvers commonly used in training any
horse include:

Half-Pass – The horse moves forward on a diagonal while
keeping its body in a straight line from head to tail. This is com-
monly done at the trot or jog.
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Pirouette – A 360 or 180 degree turn in place,
usually performed at the canter.

Shoulder In – Performed at the collected trot, the
horse has a slight bend around the inside leg of the
rider. The horse’s inside foreleg passes and crosses
in front of the outside foreleg, while the inside hind
leg steps forward under the horse’s body.

Tempe Change – The horse performs a flying
lead change every two strides, or even every stride.

New Jersey trainer Pierre Briere does a lot of
dressage work with his western pleasure and all-
around horses. It helps that he has many neighbors
who compete in the higher levels of dressage. “We don’t train
together, but we do talk,” Briere says. “Whenever they have an
issue with one of their horses, we get together and work on
those issues. I’m always coming back to my place, from riding
with the other trainers, and trying to mix and match and try
some new things.”

Briere uses dressage practices to teach his horses to use their
bodies correctly and respond to cues while keeping their polls up.
“It’s really helped my horses realize that it doesn’t matter where
their head and neck are, if they are balanced, they don’t need to use
their head and neck for balance,” he explains.

“I like my horses to work from all corners of their body,” he con-
tinues. “Horses engage their forward motion starting from behind,
but they also carry a higher percentage of their body weight on their
front end. Therefore, I feel that if all the focus is for them to drive
from behind constantly, I think that’s overlooking form to function.”

Using a short shank snaffle allows Briere to get a firm feel of his
horse’s face when he’s working on maneuvering all four corners

of the body. If a horse is really
light in the face, he prefers a
shanked snaffle because it
will allow the horse to actu-
ally lean on his hands and cre-
ate greater freedom of
movement. Contrary to what
most people think, Briere ex-
plains you don’t always want
a horse to give, all the time, to
pressure. When riding a horse
more in-hand, a horse will use
the pressure of your hands to
respond to the cue to balance
off their body.

“I like to do a lot of lateral movement,”
Briere says. “There are several different ways
to go about it. I like to start teaching them to
lead with their shoulders and go back and forth
laterally from left to right and then right to left.
You’re making their shoulders lead. Then, once
they understand what I’m trying to do, I start
working to get them to use the middle of their
body. Once that’s accomplished, then I expect
all four corners to be able to move laterally
from left to right and right to left, at the trot.”

Kearns also shares a couple of dressage
exercises he likes to use with his horses to help
them excel in the show ring. “The two track [or
leg yield] applies to the lead change and turn-

around,” he explains. “If your horse can ride in a forward manner
and move away from your leg in a forward and diagonal direction,
that’s definitely going to come into play when you work your lead
change, because you’re teaching them to be forward and move off
your leg in a direction.”

Using the leg yield can also help make a stiff horse into a supple
one. As explained by Lynn Palm, by positioning the horse’s body
so the inside hind leg reaches
farther under the horse and
bears more weight, the horse
will become stronger and
more supple in order to per-
form collection work.

“It definitely helps keep
your horse straight underneath
you. By keeping your horse
going straight with your calf
and your hands together, he
learns to guide,” Kearns says.

Trail and all-around trainer,
Chad Evans, is a fan of using
the pirouette to help his horses
turn faster and tighter in the
box. A pirouette occurs when
the front feet and the outside
hind foot move around the in-
side hind foot, thus forming a pivot. A successful pirouette is exe-
cuted when the horse turns smoothly and maintains a consistent
timing of footfalls, with his body slightly bent in the direction in
which he is turning, according to the United States Equestrian Fed-
eration (USEF) rulebook.

“I utilize that maneuver to help the horse really guide,” Evans
explains. “I’ll do that over a single ground pole and have the horse
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lope off to learn where
their feet are going over
the pole.”

“Having a good show
horse is really about hav-
ing good body control and
listening to the rider,” he continues. “On all the levels, you want a
horse to listen to his rider for the cue, like a reining horse, and a
good dressage horse is the same way. They are supple and soft and
listen to the rider’s aids. A good show horse is a good show horse,
no matter the event.”

More Than Just Piaffes

AQHA judge Dawn Clason says a lot of hunter under saddle
trainers will utilize techniques
from the hunter jumper world
to help with a horse’s gait ex-
tension.
“Using a hunter mentality,

you go with a more forward
pace than you would for a flat
class,” she explains. “If you
think about it and try to ride
your horse like a hunter some-
times, that does help, so going
over the poles and lengthen-
ing their strides helps. You get
that from the hunter world.”
Evans’ trail horses utilize

gymnastic grids with ground
poles and raised cavallettis to
encourage awareness of
proper foot placement. This

technique is also borrowed from the jumper world. “It will teach a
horse to be aware of the ground poles and be aware of their feet,”
he says.

Evans recalls a technique, used during his earlier days as a rein-
ing trainer, where he would teach a horse to spin while trotting into
a spiral. “I utilize the turnaround maneuver where you trot the horse
around and get them light on their feet to get them to turn in the
box,” he says. “Trot them in little circles and have them spiral down
until they’re spinning on their hind end really quickly. That helps

with quick crossovers.”

More Than a One Trick Pony

No matter the discipline, our
experts agree that a horse and
rider pair must be more than just
one-trick ponies when it comes to
daily exercise and training tech-
niques.

“I don’t think any discipline
is mutually exclusive,” Kearns
says. “If you work horsemanship
maneuvers on your pleasure
horse, he will guide better, steer

better, and be comfortable off the rail. You’ll see that a lot of the
top-notch pleasure trainers have horsemanship skills on their horse
to the ninth degree. It’s the same thing with trail and western riding.
They’re all very educated and mutually inclusive. Also the hunter
under saddle… it’s all very beneficial.”

Thinking outside of your standard discipline box will help not
only your horse, but also you, become more comfortable in and
out of the show ring. Briere enjoys teaching dressage to his horses
for this reason.

“Dressage teaches them to be confident with themselves and con-
fident with their body, so that when you cue to move, it looks more
like a willing maneuver rather than a manmade maneuver. I think
that a well-balanced horse is a stronger horse; therefore, he can ex-
ecute any maneuver much easier. At the same time, you’re adding
longevity to your performance horse. For example, in horsemanship,
we see patterns with combinations of high-degree of difficulty ma-
neuvers, sometimes executed in an artificial manner. A well-balanced
horse that executes a pattern by using all
his physical attributes to the best of his
ability can deliver a much more eye-ap-
pealing performance. There are a lot of
horses, that have a lot of natural ability,
and they should not perform that way.
They should be able to show off their abil-
ity, maybe not so much looking like
they’re submissive and not real confident
about executing.”
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