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sport-horse connection

L
ast month, i spoke about the 
first rides on your young horse: 
the initial rides, going outside, 

and getting him confident and used to 
the rider. 

now we can talk about starting 
dressage work—or, more accurately at 
this stage, basic flat work. Te goals 
are to get the young horse “thinking 

forward” from the leg and to under-
stand acceptance of contact. eventual-
ly, acceptance of contact will become 
connection, which is the third level in 
the pyramid of training. 

Te three-year-old also needs to 
start learning about balance. We of-

ten think of balance as forehand-to-
hindquarters (longitudinal), but lat-
eral balance (left and right) is equally 
important. Te goal is for the horse to 
be centered between the rider’s aids. 
As i’ve mentioned previously, i find 
most horses to be “left sided,” canter-
ing more easily on the left lead than 
on the right, for instance. 

When things go well and are 
straightforward, this can be a very fun 
time. take your time to develop con-
fidence with the young horse in all 
you do. even with the uncomplicated 
young horse, i’m not a fan of putting 
a lot of pressure on them at this stage. 

i am involved in many of our nation-
al young-horse programs, so i will be 
a bit careful here, but i am glad that 
we do not have a national champion-
ship for three-year-olds. other major 
sport-horse-breeding countries do of-
fer this, but the US has not done so to 
date. i hope that we continue not to 
do it, as i don’t think it’s a good goal 
for a three-year-old.

Developing the Horse’s Back

Horses can move incredibly on the 
lunge line. You can think you have the 
next olympic winner. Ten, when you 
get on, the gaits may get quick or the 
horse becomes stiff or insecure in the 
contact as a result of general insecu-
rity or tightness in the back. Tat’s 
why, for me, the key piece at this stage 
of training is the development of the 
back—showing the horse how to use it 
correctly.

A three-year-old doesn’t yet know 
how to carry weight. Carrying weight 
doesn’t mean that the horse accepts the 
rider on his back. it means that he has 
movement through his back—that he 
is absorbing you. We want the horse to 
be like a sponge through his back, with 
relaxation and swing. He must learn to 
develop the movement and elasticity 
in his back, but sometimes this doesn’t 
happen in the three-year-old year.

What i strive for with a three-
year-old is that he is comfortable and 
accepting of the rider’s seat, with 
no difference in his back from ris-
ing to sitting trot. Tere should be no 
change in the horse’s expression, re-
laxation, tail carriage, ears, or eyes 
when you go from rising to sitting. 

introduce the sitting trot by sitting 
for only three strides or so, then ris-
ing again. i gradually work up to 20 or 
30 strides of sitting trot before i rise 
again. Always be conscious of how 
long you are sitting the trot and why 
you are sitting. 

i do not recommend sitting the 
trot on a three-year-old for extended 
periods of time. i’m also not a fan of 
lengthening the trot at this stage be-
cause doing so can get you in trouble. 
Let’s say you have a horse with a re-

From Field to Fei:
Te Young-Horse Years
Part 5: Te three-year-old year
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IN BALANCE: A young Wamberto (Rousseau x Voltaire) displays a nearly ideal outline in sitting 

trot under rider Susanne Hassler
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ally gifted trot: forward, an expressive 

front leg, a good hind leg. Te length-

ening seems to come easily, so you de-

cide to go for it and show that off. Af-

ter a while, your horse might find out 

that this is not so comfortable. now 

he starts to trot wide behind. once he 

learns to trot wide behind, it becomes 

very difficult to teach him not to do 

so, and to carry himself straight. it is 

always better to build gradually. 

You also want to go easy on your 

young horse’s back in the canter. in 

the beginning, don’t try to sit deep 

and “into” his back. As time goes on, 

you can begin to explore sitting more 

deeply, little by little. As always, your 

rate of progress depends on how well 

your horse accepts the new concept. 

Your previous work, alternating 

between sitting and rising trot, can 

have the additional benefit of helping 

to develop balanced, rhythmic, correct 

trot-canter transitions. Te sitting-

to-rising work softens the back nicely 

and prepares the horse for the rider’s 

aids to lift him up into the canter. 

The Mental Side

Various insecurities—such as stub-

bornness, shyness, or fear of other 

horses—may show up in the three-

year-old year, which is why i think 

this is one of the most critical train-

ing stages. if a behavior or a fear be-

comes established now, it will be very 

difficult to change when the horse is 

older. We see many horses, even at 

CDis and advanced classes, that are 

shy and scared of other horses coming 

toward them, in the warm-up or on 

the grounds. Consider all of the ba-

sics, including your horse’s sensitivi-

ties and overall makeup, in your work 

with him. Don’t simply decide to go to 

horse shows because your horse has 

incredible gaits. As a trainer, you must 

think not about what you want but 

about your horse and what he needs.

Growing Pains

Horses don’t always stay perfectly bal-

anced through their three-year-old 

year. Some three-year-olds are already 

very mature and stay that way—uphill 

The next step in footing.
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Horse people are as passionate as they are opinionated. That’s why they turn to us as their trusted 

source for footing. 

At Attwood Equestrian Surfaces, our footing is the result of meticulously selected sand, blended 

with micro poly-fibers and coated with a viscoelastic polymer. Dust free and easy to maintain — we 

are the thoroughbred of equestrian surfaces.  Discover for youself why millions of square feet of our 

products have been installed for the most respected horsemen in the United States today.

“My footing from Attwood Equestrian Surfaces is the same every day, every season. 
It's consistent, and gives me peace of mind knowing my horses train every day on a 
top-quality surface with no dust. It's put my facility on the map as the best around!” 
~ Lauren Sprieser, Sprieser Sporthorse
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Preliminary Standings Are Available at 

www.uSdf.org!
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sport-horse connection

build, a nice wither, and off you go. 

others can be croup-high or narrow 

in the chest, which are indicators that 

they’re not yet fully developed. 

You need to be able to “read” your 

horse and adjust your riding and 

training to suit his needs. We must 

be careful that we are not in a hur-

ry, or have a goal in mind that isn’t 

fair to the horse. Te three-year-old 

horse does not need a ton of riding 

or concentrated work. As riders and 

trainers, we need to relax a little bit. 

We’re not looking to get this horse 

into the olympic Games in a couple 

of years. Tis is the year to have a lot 

of variety and to move your young-

ster toward acceptance of the work 

program. 

You may make good progress for a 

quite a while and then suddenly real-

ize that your young horse is high be-

hind or growing again. if this happens, 

it’s oK to slow down. Perhaps it would 

be better for the next six weeks or so 

to do some hacking and let him grow 

a little bit. Make the riding sessions 

EXPOSURE: Te young dressage horse needs to become accustomed to riding with other horses, 

riding outside, seeing wildlife, encountering farm equipment and people, and everything else he’ll 

see at the shows
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Horse Nutrition...  Child’s Play?
Knowing what to feed your horse can be more than a bit daunting.  

We also know it doesn’t have to be...

With the FeedXL.com  
ration calculator you can:

Simple and affordable! 

Use it yourself at FeedXL.com

•	 Easily	create	balanced	diets	for	your	horse

•	 Compare	feeds	and	supplements	on	quality	and	price

•	 Feed	knowing	your	horse’s	nutrient	needs	are	met

more about exercise than about dres-
sage training. 

Tere can be a number of growth-
related challenges. You may notice 
that your youngster is really on the 
forehand all of a sudden, or that he’s 
begun to forge. Sometimes these are 
truly just growth stages, and you need 
to back off a bit. obviously, in the case 
of forging, you will want to check with 
your farrier (and use bell boots for 
safety). if you suspect that something 
more serious is going on, have your 
veterinarian check it out.

Laying the Foundation

in the end, you want to add more con-
fidence and exposure in this year, and 
to instill the fundamentals that you 
will need later in your young horse’s 
dressage training. Balance, connec-
tion, correct use of the body, and re-
sponsiveness to the aids are all goals. 

At the same time, let your three-
year-old be a young horse. He needs 
variety, and you can still allow him to 

be a playful child. As you approach 
the four-year-old year, you will need 
this positive foundation to continue 
successfully. ▲

Next month: Te four-year-old 
year.

Scott Hassler has been the US Eques-

trian Federation’s national young 

dressage-horse coach since 2006. He 

co-chairs the USDF Sport Horse Com-

mittee and is a member of the USEF 

Dressage Committee, the USEF Breed-

ing Committee, and the USEF Stra-

tegic Planning Committee. He is the 

director of training at Hassler Dres-

sage at Riveredge, Chesapeake City, 

MD; and he has coached numerous 

champions from the FEI Young Horse 

classes to Grand Prix. 

Emily Covington works for Hassler 

Dressage in the fields of media and 

design. She is an active rider and has 

started and trained many young dres-

sage horses.
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