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Is a clinic the right learning 
environment for me? 

No matter the sport – basketball, cutting 
or fishing – an athlete’s goal is most likely 
to constantly improve. There is a clinic for 
everyone, from novices to top non-pros, and 
even professionals.

“By taking a clinic, you have the opportu-
nity to hear from the best of the best – hear 
their philosophy and tips,” said Daughn, a 
two-time NCHA Futurity champion. “The 
idea behind a clinic, which makes it some-
times better than a one-on-one lesson, is that 
you get to hear the clinician talk to so many 
different people.”

“You go to a clinic to learn the profession-
al’s theories and processes, learn what makes 
them successful, what makes their horses 
successful, and you can also pick up a lot of 
tips from other people,” added Flarida, a five-
time National Reining Horse Association 
Futurity champion.

It might surprise novices and non-pros 
that even professionals attend clinics. Flarida 
enjoys hitting up a colleague’s clinic just to 
pick up an extra tip or two he can use on 
his own horses. The same is true of Avila, 
who said he not only learns from clinics he 
attends, but he always learns from giving his 
own clinics.

“Truthfully, I learn something at every 
clinic I give,” he said. “Somebody might 
ask me a question that will stump me, and I 
have to figure out how to answer it. I think 
giving clinics makes horse trainers better 
horse trainers because they have to verbalize 
things they might take for granted.”

Another good reason for attending a clinic, 
Daughn said, is to give the rider a chance to 
check out his or her competition. Working in 
a group setting with other riders, hopefully 
all at the same level, is an opportunity to see 
what kind of competition is out there and 
watch and learn from other riders who might 
have the same struggles.

Avila said if riders attend the right clinic, 
they should be able to learn two or three 
things, and that means they are getting their 
money’s worth.

How do I choose the right clinic?
One of the easiest ways to choose a clinic 

is by location. If a rider is unable to travel 
hundreds of miles to attend a clinic, they 

Questions Answered
Is a clinic right for you?

By Megan Arszman

Oscar De La Hoya once said, “There is 
always space for improvement, no matter 
how long you’ve been in the business.” 
While the famous boxer may not have 
ever swung his leg across a saddle, those 
words can easily resonate with any rider 
in the stock horse industry. 

Clinics give riders of all levels an 
opportunity to learn from the best. If 
they dream of working with Shawn 
Flarida, the reining industry’s all-time 
leading money-earner, National Reined 
Cow Horse Association Hall of Famer 
Bob Avila or National Cutting Horse 

Association (NCHA) Hall of Fame 
member Kathy Daughn, it doesn’t matter 
how far away they live. If they happen to 
see an advertisement for a clinic featur-
ing any of the prestigious professionals 
coming to an arena nearby, they can 
jump at the chance to learn from them. 
And, why not? A clinic is the perfect 
place to not only learn from the clini-
cians themselves, but from other riders. 

But what if a rider is still on the fence 
about paying the money for a clinic? 
Flarida, Avila and Daughn have the 
answers to some of the questions that 
may be haunting potential clinic goers. (lef t) The professionals agree – clinics are a great resource 

for improving a horse and rider’s game.
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may consider joining a clinic held in con-
junction with a local show. That can be a way 
to get extra training with a horse.

But what other considerations should 
clinic goers think about when it comes to 
choosing the right clinic?

First, they should ask themselves why they 
want to attend a clinic. For example, one 
may ask, “What am I having trouble with? 
Do I have a particular skill I want to work 
on, or a goal I’m working toward?” Then rid-
ers should look at the available clinicians to 
decide if they like that person’s riding style 
and horses. 

Avila cautioned against using the fact that 
a clinician has won a lot of money as the only 
reason for attending.

“Going to clinicians that win a lot does not 
always mean they’re the best clinics,” he said. 
“I’ve had some great trainers work under me 
that have been very successful in the pen, 
but because they’re naturals, sometimes it’s 
harder for them to be good teachers because 
it’s hard for them to verbalize what they are 
doing with their horses.”

According to Avila, being a good clinician 
is an art form. A trainer must know how to 
talk to people and make them understand 
what they’re doing, and then be able to tell 
and show them how to do it.

Before going to a clinic, riders should con-
sider their skill levels and check to see if the 
clinic is at or above their capabilities. If it’s 

over their heads, they would do a disservice 
to themselves and their horses, as well as 
the other participants who might be at that 
actual level, if they attend. 

Other considerations for looking at disci-
pline-specific clinics include:

Cutting: Question if there will be cattle to 
work or if the clinic will focus on f lag work. 
Will there be experienced helpers?

Reining: Consider the location of the 
clinic. How good is the footing? Is it proper 
for a lot of sliding stops, circles, etc.?

Reined cow horse: Ask if there will be a 
lot of cattle at the clinic. Avila pointed out 
that riders need to make sure they under-
stand if they’ll be able to work a lot of cattle 
or just talk a lot about working cattle.

“You can talk about it all day long, but if 
you don’t [work cattle during the clinic], it 
doesn’t help you,” he said.

Also question how much focus will be on 
dry work and the footing of the arena.

I show in reined cow horse. Will 
I benefit from attending a local 
cutting clinic?

A rider might show in one discipline, but 
in the time frame he or she has to do some 
extra learning (perhaps in preparation for 
show season), there isn’t a clinic for that dis-
cipline coming up. Is it beneficial to bite the 
bullet and attend a clinic in a different event?

The experts agree this is a tough call. If 

riders compete in reined cow horse, they’re 
pretty lucky in the fact that they can easily 
attend a cutting or reining clinic, as both 
disciplines relate to their event and they can 
gain tips to help improve their cow work 
or rein work. However, reining and cutting 
might be a different story.

Flarida isn’t a big fan of attending an inter-
discipline clinic.

“I would probably stick with the discipline 
that I’m in to learn the most about that disci-
pline,” he said. “If I was trying to be a racecar 
driver, I wouldn’t go and try to learn how to 
drive a semi. I don’t think that would help.”

Daughn said it’s important to ask where 
the rider wants to go with that information.

“If you’re a diehard cutter, then I’m going 
to say you should stick with that genre,” 
she said. “But there’s nothing wrong with 
experimenting or going to someone who 
maybe does more horsemanship things. It 
just depends on the skill level you’re at. Some 
cutters might be new to cutting and could 
benefit from going to a different kind of 
clinic that perhaps can help them learn how 
to neck rein a horse or how to make a horse 
more balanced and supple. There are all 
kinds of things you can learn.”

Avila agreed riders can learn a lot from 
attending any kind of clinic – whether it’s 

Attending a clinic gives a rider the oppor tunity to learn from both the clinician and other par ticipants. In addition, it gives 
attendees the chance to size up their competition.
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Bob Avila, who has been teaching at clinics for many years, 
believes being a good clinician is an ar t form. He cautioned 
riders against choosing a clinician based on money won, 
because he feels communication skills are far more impor-
tant in an educational setting.
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how to get horses in shape, how to prepare 
them for the show pen or how to prepare 
themselves for the show pen.

“You have to be open-minded,” Avila said. 
“You can learn anything from anyone. I went 
to dinner with the guy who invented the bass 
fishing tournaments, and I learned more at 
dinner with him, and I don’t even fish! But if 
I took the word ‘fish’ out and replaced it with 
‘horse,’ what he said made sense.”

I’ve signed up for my first clinic. Now 
what?

All three clinicians agree the most impor-
tant thing to do to prepare for a clinic is 
make sure the rider and horse are ready 
for the hours of riding time that are to be 
expected. The horse should not go to the 
clinic straight from pasture rest. He needs to 
be in shape, as does the rider.

“A lot of times at a clinic, your horse is 
going to be ridden harder in one or two days 
than at home all month long,” Avila pointed 
out. “Also consider how much he’ll be stand-
ing around tied up and tacked up.”

Clinic attendees should check to make 
sure that all of their equipment is in good 
working condition and packed, along with 
clothes that they will be comfortable wearing 
during the clinic.

For participants that haven’t gone to many 

shows in their chosen field, Daughn recom-
mended attending one or two events prior 
to the clinic so they have an idea of what to 
expect. They should be familiar with the 
rulebook and the terminology, and write 
down any questions they have prior to the 
clinic so they already have an idea of what 
they’d like to get out of attending.

“Attend a cutting just to see and hear the 
interaction of the people,” she suggested. 
“Because there are four helpers, you’ll usu-
ally hear them talk about cows, so sit close to 
them and listen. It’s a great way to immerse 
yourself into the sport.”

If a show isn’t coming up soon, Daughn 
added that a simple search on YouTube.com 
can bring up countless runs for riders to 
watch and take notes.

Should I video parts of the clinic or my 
rides?

It is a common practice during clinics 
for attendees to have someone video their 
rides or certain parts of the session, but does 
that really help them learn once they return 
home?

“I’m not big on people videoing at my clin-
ics,” Avila said. He believes that if the video 
only covers a certain part of the clinic, riders 
might have missed a key part from earlier 
in the talk that would help them, or their 

trainer at home, grasp the whole idea of what 
they were supposed to be doing.

“If it was me, I would listen instead of vid-
eoing,” he suggested. “When you’re trying 
to do something with video, you’re not really 
paying attention to what you’re recording, 
but how you’re recording it. From a specta-
tor’s view, I wouldn’t do it because I wouldn’t 
learn as much.”

While Flarida understands that people 
like to have videos of their rides so they can 
watch themselves and try to understand 
what the clinician was talking about, like 
Avila, he’s not a big fan of videoing. Still, the 
laidback champion admits he’s pretty easygo-
ing about it during his clinics.

What can I do to prevent forgetting 
what I learned at the clinic?

It happens. People spend two full days 
horseback, absorbing hours worth of infor-
mation, only to have it slip out of their minds 
once they return home. In an effort to stop 
that from happening, clinicians suggest 
being prepared to really be in the moment 
during the clinic. Riders can also take notes, 
but just being tuned in and listening well can 

The Value of Auditing
For some, there are certain reasons why they 
are unable to participate in a clinic. Perhaps 
their horse is injured or the price for a working 
spot is a little out of their budget. Either way, 
clinics often offer auditing spots for those who 
want to sit and watch the entire clinic without 
riding.

Auditors have the ability to watch every ride, 
take detailed notes and participate in the clinic 
by asking questions.

“You can learn so much during a clinic by 
observing,” Daughn said. “For instance, one of 
the biggest factors in cutting is watching cows. 
You have to learn what constitutes a good cow 
from a bad cow. You don’t have to have a horse 
with you to practice that.”

Everyone learns differently – some learn 
best by doing, some by listening and some 
by observing. Flarida said he learns the most 
when watching. He encouraged those who 
are planning to audit a clinic to go with a plan. 
They should write down exactly what they are 
hoping to learn from the event. And if an audi-
tor has a particular problem with his or her 
horse, “Don’t be afraid to ask the clinician point 
blank!” Flarida added.

Kathy Daughn, who is pictured showing Reycin Car, recommended riders attend a show in their par ticular discipline before 
going to a clinic.
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help participants absorb as much as 
possible so that when they go home, 
they’re ready and able to tackle 
their problems with confidence.

“One of the problems I see with 
clinics is people go in for their 
turn, and they don’t observe all of 
it. They go in, do their thing, then 
go back to the trailer,” Daughn 
explained. “I think you’re as good 
as you are willing to put in the 
work. Stick around and watch the 
other riders’ rides and listen to the 
clinician. You might see something 
you do yourself that you had never 
thought of, or see something that 
might help you.”

While packing up at the end of 
a clinic, participants should try 
to think of any last-minute ques-
tions they want to ask the clinician 
before they leave. Flarida, Daughn 
and Avila are all used to having 
riders return to their ranches for 
follow-up lessons or send videos to 
ask for critiques.

“I’ve had a gentleman from 
Australia send me videos as part 
of his lessons a few years ago,” Daughn said. 
“As long as it’s a clear video where I can see 
everything, I think it’s a great tool to con-
tinue training.”

“Most of my clinic participants leave with 
my cell phone [number],” Flarida added. “I 
really do enjoy helping people with my clin-
ics and I have fun doing them. I like to see 
them succeed in the arena down the road.”

Daughn also recommended trying to find 
a show to attend to apply some of the things 
from the clinic.

“The next cutting or show you go to, put 
into practice watching those cows for the day 
or at least for a few hours,” she said. “Make a 
game out of it; it’s a lot of fun.”

Can I attend too many clinics?
The clinicians all cautioned against infor-

mation overload, but agreed it can be benefi-
cial to attend more than one clinic over time.

“Everybody that gives clinics has different 
ideas and different ways of doing things,” 
Avila cautioned. “You need to go home and 
give yourself enough time to practice and go 
through what you learned in your mind from 
the previous clinic. See what parts of it work 
best for you and what parts don’t. If you just 
keep going to clinics all the time, you’re just 
going to get you and your horse confused.”

How can I set myself up for success?
In a single word – LISTEN. Be prepared to 

listen, and be prepared to ask questions.
Understandably, it can be a little embar-

rassing to be the first to ask a question, but 
riders should remember they’re not alone. 
Most of the time, there are at least one or two 
other participants with the same question. 

“There’s never a bad question,” Daughn 
said. “I’ve never met a clinician who has 
objected to questions being asked. If you 
happen to ask a question in the middle of 
someone’s riding session, I might say I’ll 
answer that question once the rider has com-
pleted their turn, but I will definitely answer 
the question.”

Avila said he loves good questions because 
he feels that is how he learns something 
every time he gives a clinic.

“You learn something all the time giving 
clinics, and when someone asks me a ques-
tion that might stump me, I’ll work real hard 
to get the answer and help that person.”

With the advent of training DVDs, videos 
on YouTube and a multitude of horse shows, 
it is easy for a rider to think he or she can 
learn without attending a clinic. But even 
Avila, who has sold thousands of DVDs 
during his career, admitted that attending 
a clinic is the best bang for one’s buck. The 

personal atmosphere and hands-on training 
are second to none.

“When I first started, we didn’t really have 
clinics or DVDs,” he said. “Today, there are 
so many DVDs you can buy and clinics you 
can attend. To me, if you want to learn and 
improve your horsemanship and you don’t go 
to a clinic, it’s your own fault. It’s the cheap-
est way to learn there is.” ★

Other Clinic 
Considerations

Kathy Daughn offered tips on a few things a 
rider should consider when it comes to choos-
ing the right clinic:

•  How many people will be attending 
the clinic?

•  Will a friend be able to join, or would 
the rider prefer to go alone?

•  What exactly is included in the price 
of the clinic? Is there an extra cost for 
lunch, a stall or shavings?

• Is auditing the clinic an option?

One way to ensure you get the most out of a clinic is to listen. Even if a rider thinks what the clinician is talking about doesn’t apply to her 
or her horse, she still stands to learn something that may help her in the future.
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