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L
ast month, I shared exercises to 

test your horse’s willingness to 

be “in front of the aids.” We used 

transitions to encourage forwardness 

and leg-yields to reinforce his accep-

tance of your leg aids. We worked on 

the light, subtle use of the whip as well 

as the other driving aids—your seat, 

legs, and spurs—to help engage your 

horse’s hind legs under his body, with 

supple hips and a swinging back. 

Th is month, let’s spend some time 

examining the often-heard (and con-

fusing) dressage term “in front of your 

seat” and delve into refi ning the im-

portant use of the seat and the subtle 

application of the spur as driving aids. 

In Front of Your Seat

Th e rider’s seat can be an eff ective 

driving aid. Your horse should be in 

front of your seat and “on your seat” at 

all times. (I’ll talk more about keeping 

him “on your seat” later in this series.) 

Using the seat as a driving aid is 

a diffi  cult skill that must be devel-

oped. It is tricky because you must 

train yourself to be eff ective and to 

“produce correct dynamic infl uence,” 

as the USDF Glossary puts it, with 

minimal discernible movement. Th is 

requires tremendous body control of 

your pelvis, spine, rib cage, shoulders, 

and core musculature. 

In his book Riding Logic, Wilhelm 

Müseler writes that the necessary 

bilateral tightening of the rider’s back 

muscles is similar in action to being “on 

a swing where the back is braced for 

the forward swing and slacked for the 

backward swing”—a description I have 

always found helpful in understand-

ing the mechanics of using the seat. 

Müseler also describes the “unilateral 

tightening of the back muscles (pushing 

forward one hip or one pelvic bone).” 

However, in riding you don’t want to ro-

tate your hips as far as you might while 

on a swing, such that you’re sitting on 

your tailbone in a “chair seat” with your 

lower back rounded. 

Th e key to the use of the seat is 

that while its action should be imper-

ceptible, its eff ects are noticeable both 

to the horse and an observer (includ-

ing the judge!). When your horse feels 

the forward push of your seat along 

with a slight downward and backward 

(but not behind the vertical) move-

ment of your shoulders, he should 

be willing to move forward more 

energetically, with a longer stride. 

When he responds in this manner, he 

is “in front of your seat” and you have 

learned to use your seat as an eff ective 

driving aid.

Here are two exercises that can 

help teach your horse to stay in front 

of your seat. 

Exercise 1: Teach your horse to 
respond to your seat. Th is is a three-

part exercise. Do it sequentially (you 

don’t have to do all three parts in one 

session). Get comfortable with each 

step before you move on to the next.

1. Establish a 20-meter circle in a 

rhythmic rising trot. For three steps, 

sit the trot and use a bilateral tight-

ening of your lower-back muscles to 

resist your horse’s forward movement, 

supported by a gentle closing of your 

hands to ask your horse to slow down. 

Your goal is to balance him so that you 

can keep his hind legs further un-

derneath his center of gravity, which 

ultimately will encourage him to carry 

more weight behind.

Repeat this exercise several times 

until your horse is truly attentive and 

slows down primarily from your seat 

within three steps.

2. Once you’re able to slow your 

horse with your seat, try using your 

seat to infl uence the way he steps 

with his inside hind leg. Start on a 

20-meter circle in rising trot. Th is 

time, sit the trot for three steps and 

ask your horse to enlarge the circle by 

weighting your inside seat bone and 

squeezing with your inside calf. You 

may have to repeat this several times 

until he understands what you want. If 

he doesn’t seem to be getting the idea, 

walk on the circle and leg-yield away 

from your inside leg for two steps. 

You’ll know he’s responding correctly 
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POWERHOUSE: As your aids become more 
sophisticated, your horse becomes increasingly 
responsive to your seat. Caprice, a nine-year-
old Dutch Warmblood gelding owned by Robert 
Stark, is going powerfully forward from rider 
Noel Williams’ seat. Note the softness of her leg 
and the elasticity of her rein contact. 
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when you feel him lower his inside hip 

slightly and step forward and under 

his body with his inside hind leg going 

toward the hoofprint of the outside 

front foot—all from your seat.

3. On a 20-meter circle in rising 

trot, sit for three steps and ask your 

horse to go forward for those three 

steps from your seat and legs. He 

should soon associate your seat with 

going forward correctly in a balanced 

manner (learned from exercise 1), 

FINE-TUNING THE SEAT: Th e action of the seat should be subtle: If movement is obvious, you’re probably not doing it right! In photo 1, Noel has 
momentarily tightened her lower-back muscles and gently closed her hands on the reins to ask Caprice to shorten his stride. Compare the position 
of Noel’s seat and upper body to that in photo 2, in which she’s asking him to take longer strides with a slight forward push with her seat and a slight 
downward-backward movement of her shoulders. 
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The spur is a support-
ing player in your cast of 
forward driving aids. Teach 

your horse to respond to the 
leg and seat as primary aids; the 
spur reinforces the leg when 
necessary. 

Just as your horse should 
not fear the whip, he should 
not be made afraid of the spur. 
In order for this aid to be clear, 
deliberate, and nonthreatening, 
the rider must have total control 
over its use—which requires 
absolute control over the leg. 
A good rider knows when the 
spur is touching the horse and 
can touch him with it quickly in 
order to produce a quick reac-
tion. The spur can also be used 
to help supple the horse, with 
slight pressure helping to create 
more bend through his body.

The Role 
of the Spur

REINFORCEMENT: Th e spur reinforces—
but does not replace—the rider’s leg. Before 
you can wear spurs, you must gain absolute 
control over your legs. 
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with a supple inside hind leg (exercise 

2) that—assuming the contact is cor-

rect—allows him to swing through his 

back. 

When you and your horse become 

comfortable with these exercises, try 

them on a straight line or in corners, 

as well.

Exercise 2: Use your seat to ask 
for a bigger stride. In rising trot, ride 

a diagonal line M-X-K or H-X-F and 

ask for a “strong trot” (a lengthen-

ing or a medium, depending on your 

horse’s level of training). When you 

reach X, sit the trot and ask for a 

longer stride by using your seat as a 

driving aid. At the end of the diagonal, 

make a downward transition to work-

ing trot, using your seat to slow the 

trot; then resume riding rising trot. 

Variation: Start in sitting trot. At 

X rise to the trot and ask for a bigger 

stride; then sit the trot for the down-

ward transition. 

Although both versions of this ex-

ercise teach the horse about your seat, 

their eff ects diff er slightly and can ad-

dress diff erent issues. For instance, is 

your horse reluctant to use his back? 

If so, then I would start the diagonal 

in rising trot to encourage him to lift 

and come over his back. Does he push 

enough with his hind legs? If not, it 

might help to start the diagonal in the 

sitting trot to encourage him to keep 

his hind legs more under his body. 

Does he change his longitudinal bal-

ance? If he has a tendency to get more 

and more on his forehand, I would 

try introducing the sitting trot at X 

to help rebalance him and get him to 

carry more weight behind. Returning 

to the three-part exercise I gave you in 

exercise 1 could be benefi cial, as well.

Be prepared to experiment to see 

what method best helps your horse 

understand what you want and how to 

do the movement. 

As Little as Possible, 
as Much as Necessary
A primary goal of dressage train-

ing is to teach the horse to respond 

promptly and willingly to light aids. 

Although occasionally an aid needs to 
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be “louder” to elicit a reaction, always 

go back to the lightest possible aid. 

Otherwise your horse will not learn 

to be sensitive to light aids or to go in 

self-carriage. 

Overuse of the aids is like using 

swear words all the time: Th ey pack a 

punch when used sparingly, but they 

quickly lose their impact if they become 

a staple of the conversation. So refuse to 

drive your horse forward at every stride. 

Continually monitor his acceptance 

of the aids, but don’t nag. If he thinks 

about getting behind the leg, correct 

him immediately with one quick, clear 

aid; then be light. Your lightness is his 

reward for going forward. 

Th ere are times when your voice 

(“Good boy!”) or a pat on the neck is 

called for, as well. Too much babbling 

isn’t helpful, but don’t be stingy with 

your rewards.

Strive to make your aids clear, 

well-timed, and consistent. Clear aids 

are vital to your horse’s understand-

ing of what you are asking of him, and 

therefore also to his confi dence. Busy 

or sloppy aids create static in the con-

nection and are diffi  cult for the horse 

to understand.

Finally, an important part of 

teaching a horse to “think forward” is 

keeping him attentive and interested. 

I believe that a change of scenery is 

important in keeping a horse happy 

in his work. Vary your rides—ride 

outdoors, ride in fi elds or on trails, do 

hill work—to keep your horse fresh in 

his body and his mind. Th ese kinds of 

sessions will also help to get and keep 

him physically fi t (see “Horse-Health 

Connection,” July/August, for more 

on dressage-horse fi tness), which will 

give him more energy and encourage 

him to “think forward,” as well. ▲

Next month: We’ll conclude the series 

by examining the top three building 

blocks of the pyramid of dressage 

training: impulsion (which includes 

“throughness”), straightness, and col-

lection; and we’ll combine the aids to 

envelop the horse in order to achieve 

those goals . 
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George Williams needs 
little introduction to the 
USDF 

membership, 
having served 
as the Federa-
tion’s presi-
dent since 
2009. He is a 
veteran inter-
national com-
petitor with many Grand Prix-
level wins and championships, 
including representing the US at 
the CHIO Aachen (winning team 
bronze) and at the FEI World 
Cup Dressage Final in 2003 with 
the famous mare Rocher.

At 18, the native of New 
Hampshire traveled to Germany 
to study at the Reitinstitut von 
Neindorff, where he earned his 
German Bronze Rider Medal. 
On his return to the States, he 
began working with legendary 
Spanish Riding School alumnus 
Karl Mikolka. Later he appren-
ticed under Mikolka at the 
Tempel Lipizzans and eventually 
became director of Tempel’s 
equine program. 

Since the 2000s, Williams, 
his wife, Roberta, and their 
daughter, Noel, have operated 
Williams Dressage LLC and have 
been based at several prestigious 
dressage facilities in the Midwest 
and Florida. They currently divide 
their time between Ravenna, OH, 
and Wellington, FL. 

Besides serving as USDF 
president, George Williams is the 
United States Equestrian Federa-
tion’s national dressage youth 
coach. He is also a member of 
the USEF Dressage and High 
Performance Dressage Commit-
tees, and chair of the USEF High 
Performance Eligible Athletes 
Committee.
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