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M
ost equestrians who ride 
in english tack learn their 
posting (aka rising) trot 

diagonals in the first few lessons. 
i’ve seen children become amazingly 
proficient as young as four to six years 
of age. Very few riders, however, are 
taught why one posts on a certain di-
agonal. i suspect that few instructors 
know why, either, because they were 
once these very young riders who 
learned simply to look at the horse’s 
outside shoulder and stand up when it 
moves forward. 

There is a reason, though, and in 
this article i’ll share it with you. i’ll 
start by outlining the mechanics of the 
horse and rider in the rising trot. next, 
i’ll explain when to change diagonals 
and why. Finally, i’ll give you some fun 
exercises to help you learn how to pick 
up the correct diagonal and confirm 
your skill in becoming a master at it.

Biomechanics of Rising Trot

As he moves, your horse’s inside hind 
leg works slightly harder than his out-

side hind. When you are traveling on 
the right rein (clockwise), for example, 
his right hind supports slightly more 
weight and therefore has to thrust 
slightly harder than his left hind. This 
is especially true if he is ridden cor-
rectly on straight and bent lines and 
travels in “first position,” with his in-
side hind tracking between the paths 
of his two front feet. (if he is allowed 
to travel in a “crooked” way—with his 
haunches slightly to the inside—then 
he is usually unbalanced and some-
what on the forehand.)

When you rise or post to the 
trot, your horse feels your weight in 
the “down” moment when you sit in 
the saddle. in the “up” moment, the 
pressure on his back is significantly 
reduced. When you sit in the saddle, 
you can influence your horse’s carry-
ing and thrusting powers—the two 
powers of the hind legs. When your 
seat is out of the saddle, you are less 
able to influence him.

You may be wondering why, if 
the rider’s influence is reduced in the 
rising trot, dressage riders don’t just 
sit the trot all the time. There are two 
main reasons: First, with young horses, 
whose backs are not yet conditioned to 
carry a rider’s weight, sitting the trot 
would likely make the horse sore in 
the back, which could lead to training 
problems. (in German, the rising trot 
is referred to as Leichtreiten, which 
means “riding lightly.”) Second, the 
rising trot is preferred for warming up 
a horse of any age because it is often 
more conducive to getting the horse’s 
back to “swing.” Sitting the trot imme-
diately may cause the horse to stiffen or 
even hollow his back.

Rising Trot as Training Tool

The correct way to ride rising trot is 
to sit when the horse’s inside hind 
leg lands and pushes off into the next 
stride. With this timing, you can help 
influence this important moment, ei-
ther by either driving slightly with your 
seat and leg or by half-halting with 
your seat and outside rein to slow a 
rushed tempo. Your added weight and 
the influence of your seat in the saddle 
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ALL RISE: The “up” moment of the posting (rising) trot. The rider’s seat leaves the saddle as the 

horse’s outside foreleg and inside hind leg leave the ground. As the inside hind leg lands, the rider 

will sit for the early carrying phase of that limb. Katherine Tackett rides Fuerst Blush, owned by 

Ashley Powell Nosek, Greensboro, NC.
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helps to gymnasticize your horse’s 
inside hind leg by promoting muscular 
development and engagement. That’s 
why correct posting is important in the 
training of young horses and the main-
tenance of mature horses. it is a basic 
part of the timing of the aids.

There is one instance when posting 
on the “wrong” diagonal (the outside 
hind) is useful and correct: in teaching 
a very green horse to make a transition 
from trot to canter. By sitting on the 
outside hind leg (posting on the wrong 

diagonal), the rider can influence the 
horse’s outside hind leg when asking 
for the canter transition. Because the 
outside hind leg initiates the canter 
transition, this technique often helps 
the green horse to find the coordina-
tion he needs to make the transition 
into the first stride of the canter, in-
stead of speeding up the trot and rush-
ing into the canter. This technique also 
helps horses that have difficulty taking 
a particular lead and tend to canter on 
the wrong lead in one direction. [
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SIT TO INFLUENCE: 1) Katherine in the 

sitting moment of the posting trot, when she 

can use her seat and driving aids to influence 

the thrust of Fuerst Blush’s inside hind leg. 2) 

Midway through the thrusting phase, the mare 

is responding to the driving aids by pushing 

off more strongly with her inside hind. 3) The 

maximum thrusting phase of the inside hind 

leg, just before the opposite hind leg pushes off 

and Katherine rises to the trot.

1

2

3



editorial@usdf.org

18    September 2017 •  USDF ConneCtion 

clinic

Choosing and Changing 
Posting Diagonals

“Fix your diagonal” is not terribly 
helpful in teaching a rider to recognize 
correct diagonals. Most riders will 
change the diagonal when told, but 
they didn’t see or feel it themselves. 
it would be better to say, “Change the 
hind leg,” which is a translation of the 
German Fuss wechseln. Americans are 
taught to check posting diagonals by 
looking at the horse’s outside shoul-
der, but doing so tells the rider noth-
ing about the horse’s hind legs. 

That said, you can check your 
diagonal by observing the forward 
movement of your horse’s outside 
shoulder and coordinating that mo-
ment with rising. try to use your 
peripheral vision instead of looking 
down. With practice, this will become 
easy. even better, try to feel when your 
horse’s inside hind is landing, and sit 
in that moment. (i’ll give you exercises 
to help with this on page 20.)

When you change directions, 
you’ll want to change diagonals to stay 
in sync with your horse’s new inside 
hind leg. to change diagonals, sit for 
two strides instead of just one; then 
resume the regular one-two, up-down 
posting rhythm. You’ll also change 
diagonals as you ride a diagonal line 
(e.g., M-X-K), a serpentine, or a loop. 

Here’s when to change diagonals 
during these figures: on a diagonal line 
such as M-X-K in working trot, change 
diagonals at X—but in a trot lengthen-

I
n dressage, “inside” and “out-

side” are always relative to the 

bend through the length of 

the horse’s body, not to the direc-

tion you are riding in the arena. 

If you are aware of where 

“inside” and “outside” are on 

your horse at any given moment, 

you will always know which 

posting diagonal to be on. 

Cindy’s Tip: “Inside” 
vs. “Outside”
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ing, wait until the end of the diagonal 

line to change posting diagonals. 

in riding a serpentine, change di-

agonals just before you cross the cen-

ter line—one or two strides before you 

change the bend in your horse. This 

timing prepares him for a more supple 

change of bend and increased engage-

ment of the new inside hind leg. 

it’s optional to change diagonals 

while riding a loop, but i think it is 

good to do so because the loop is a 

lateral suppling exercise, similar to a 

stretched-out serpentine. in a loop, 

change diagonals each time you cross 

the quarter line of the arena. 

Posting-Trot Exercises

Leg-yield. A good example of the 

benefit of riding on the correct hind 

leg or diagonal is in the exercise of leg-

yielding. in leg-yield, the horse moves 

forward and sideways away from the 

rider’s inside leg, without bend but 

with slight inside flexion of the poll. 

As your horse leg-yields, his inside 

hind leg crosses in front of his outside 

Fit is Everything.
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hind leg and moves under his center 
of gravity. As you rise to the trot dur-
ing this movement, you sit when the 
crossing hind leg contacts the ground. 
in this moment, you can use forward-
sideways driving aids to stimulate the 
crossing hind leg to reach further and 
push harder. This is a good overall 
strengthening exercise, especially for 
the crossing hind leg. Ride leg-yield in 
both directions to help develop your 
horse evenly.

A more advanced leg-yield exer-

cise is to leg-yield away from the track 
for a few strides and then leg-yield 
in the opposite direction, back to the 
track. if you’re on the right rein, you’d 
leg-yield right away from your left (in-
side) leg. After a few strides, stop rid-
ing leg-yield and ride straight forward, 
parallel to the track, for a few feet be-
fore leg-yielding left (away from your 
right leg) back to the track. Change 
your posting diagonal just before each 
change of leg-yield direction.

Counting strides. Here’s my 

favorite exercise to check that i’m 
posting on the correct diagonal. Start 
in rising trot on a 20-meter circle or 
on the track. You’ll sit the trot for an 
uneven number of strides and then 
resume rising, in this pattern: Sit 
three, post three; sit five, post five; sit 
seven, post seven; sit nine, post nine. 
Then go back down, nine-seven-five-
three. each time you resume posting, 
check to see if you are on the correct 
diagonal. Repeat on the opposite rein. 
Children master this exercise with just 
a little practice. Adults can do it, too!

Voice-aided timing. it’s common 
for novice riders to post on the same 
diagonal on both reins. Learn the 
difference with this exercise. Start by 
riding a transition from walk to work-
ing trot sitting. Remain sitting as you 
look at your horse’s outside shoulder, 
and say “up” out loud every time you 
see his outside shoulder going forward. 
Continue to say “up” as you prepare to 
rise in rhythm with your voice. take 
your time. Sit for as long as it takes 
until you can literally tell yourself when 
to rise. And if at first you don’t succeed, 
try, try again! You can master this.

Develop feel. Another fun exercise 
is to learn to feel when the horse’s out-
side shoulder is going forward without 
having to look at it. Start in working 
trot sitting. Look ahead at your horse’s 
ears or even higher, at the tree line or 
the roof line of the indoor arena—no 
glancing down!—and concentrate on 
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feeling the left-right-left-right move-

ments of his shoulders. When you are 

sure you can feel his outside shoulder 

going forward, rise into posting.

The Ambidextrous 
Horse and Rider

Horses that have been ridden on only 

one diagonal don’t like it when a rider 

changes to the “other” diagonal. They 

often learn the trick of taking a short, 

quick step to get the rider to change to 

the diagonal they have come to prefer. 

Persevere in riding such horses on 

the correct diagonal to strengthen the 

weaker hind leg, which is the root of 

the problem. And that’s why it makes 

a difference in your horse’s muscular 

development, and ultimately in the 

development of his gaits, to ride rising 

trot on the correct diagonal. 

Correct posting is important. Luck-

ily, there are only two diagonals! s
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