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It is well worth reading Eric Smiley’s The Sport Horse Problem 
Solver as he is very much an all-around horseman and a very 

successful trainer. His book will help solve the common problems 
that we all experience in a patient, calm, and humane way. It is so 
not about force with horses; force creates fear, not trust. We need 
empathy and a confident partnership in which your horse under-
stands you are doing everything to help him. In my opinion, this is 
the only way. Eric’s book is all of this—and a good read.” 
—PIPPA FUNNELL, Three-Time Olympic Medalist and Winner of the Rolex 
Grand Slam of Eventing

Eric Smiley has spent a lifetime with horses, both as a successful 
international rider and also as a highly qualified and regarded 

trainer. This book brings a wonderful fresh approach to all aspects 
of training a horse and shows the deep understanding Eric has of 
the complexities of producing a horse, but put in a very simple and 
understandable way. It will be a wonderful ‘go-to’ reference point 
for riders of all ages and abilities who want to improve the training 
and rideability of their horse.” 
—SIR MARK TODD, KNZM CBE, Seven-Time Olympian in Eventing with 
Two Gold Medals, Five-Time Winner at Burghley Horse Trials, Four-Time 
Winner at Badminton Horse Trials  

Eric Smiley’s wonderful new book is called The Sport Horse
Problem Solver. That is a tactful choice of words, because it

OUGHT to be entitled ‘The Sport Horse RIDER Problem Solver.’
The horses wouldn’t have all those problems if we riders were 
knowledgeable enough and skilled enough not to create them.
Eric must have been using me as a model, because I think I have 
created just about each and every problem that he enumerates
and suggests strategies for alleviating. ‘Live and learn,’ as they
say, but I’d have learned sooner and created far fewer issues with
many fewer horses that needed to be corrected if I’d had Eric’s
new book as a guide.”
—DENNY EMERSON, author of How Good Riders Get Good, Know Better 
to Do Better, and Begin and Begin Again

“

“

“

WE AS RIDERS, coaches, and trainers—and therefore, the horses—are all  
the fortunate beneficiaries of Eric Smiley’s clearly communicated wisdom.”

THIS BOOK HAS SOMETHING TO TEACH EVERYONE.

“

“ —ARIEL GRALD, International 5* Event Rider, US Individual Rider at the 2022 World Eventing Championships

—ROBERT COSTELLO, Chef d’Equipe of the 2022 Silver Medal USEF 
Land Rover Eventing Team at the Eventing World Championships

“

ISBN: 9781646011193
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$29.95 USD

From the first time I met Eric Smiley...and experienced 
his teaching methods, I knew he was a ‘how-to-make-

it-all-better’ clinician...enjoy the journey with him! You 
will be better for reading!” 
—BETH LENDRUM, USEF Eventing Sport and Owners Task Force 
Committee Member 

“
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When I teach, people seldom say to me, “I have a lovely 
trot, can you help me make it better?” The focus is usually on their problems: 

“Why does my horse knock rails?” 

“Why is my horse’s neck so short?” “Why can’t I score higher than a ‘6’ on my canter?” 

And on it goes. 

 The unfortunate fact is, solutions are not easy to come by. Why? In part, because 

everything having to do with horses and riding is so complex. Problems cannot be 

viewed in isolation—they are by nature inter-related, and thus, it’s sometimes difficult 

to know where to start.  

 Some problems have physical origins. In order to develop a keen sense of what is 

“normal” and “abnormal” behavior from our horses (so we can pinpoint when injury or a 

conformational flaw may be in play), we must cultivate the crucial skills of looking at and 

watching our horses (the topic I cover in chapter 1—see p. 15). 

 More frequent, however—and sometimes trickier to solve—are problems originating 

from errors in training. In many of the cases I encounter in my teaching and training, the 

baggage that follows a horse on his journey through life isn’t his fault through his breeding 

or nature; it is actually something he picked up along the way in his training. Often, these 

I n t r o d u c t i o n

Finding a Place to Start
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T h e  s p o r t  h o r s e  p r o b l e m  s o l v e r2

little problems that occupy much of our time have been there for a while and were never 

identified or resolved when a young horse was being started. Of course, sometimes we 

create our own problems, rather than inheriting them from others. 

 Either way, this book focuses on how to diagnose and address these types of training 

problems. But before we get into the business of solutions, I want to talk a little bit more 

about where problems come from and why they are often so difficult to fix. In my experience, 

it comes down to a lack of understanding—on the rider’s part, the horse’s, the coach’s, or 

all of the above.

The Growing Divide Between Horses and Humans
The advent of the technological age has totally changed our lives. It has changed everything 

about us: the way we live, the way we think, how we interact with people and expect people 

to interact with us. There is nothing we do today that isn’t affected by technology. And this 

includes when we go and visit our horse.

 Because our way of thinking and doing has been so changed, it has become harder for 

us to understand horses and adapt ourselves to their way of receiving information and 

learning tasks. The gulf between us and them has been growing as technology has become 

more a part of our lives. This trend, coupled with the education system, has made people 

more dependent on being fed information than finding it out for themselves. 

 At the push of a button, we have easy access to information, but this can fool us into the 

belief that we know more than we do. Our perceived knowledge is way above our actual 

knowledge—we are instant experts. As a result, we have become less curious. 

 Yet the horse remains the same, largely unchanged by the evolution of the 

human species. 

 We have invented many methods of explanation to try and bridge the gap between horse 

and rider, including books, videos, articles, clinics, lessons, and technological gizmos. Each 

of these is used in an effort to make things more clear and to improve our understanding 

of what we should be doing to make our riding experience more rewarding. But if we don’t 

grasp how learning happens, how to use these sources, and how the overall picture should 

look, we will never succeed in fixing what is wrong. 
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F i n d i n g  a  P l a c e  t o  S t a r t 3

when training goes wrong: 
The Problem of Overfacing
The development of the mind and body, either human or equine, to perform at its optimum 

goes through many stages before it reaches its peak. Along the way, it encounters mental 

and physical barriers, which must be overcome if it is to be the best it can be. Some of these 

challenges improve the resolve to succeed, while others leave scars that impede progress 

or even threaten the realization of the ultimate goal. How do we keep our horses and our 

partnership with them on the right track?

 Education should be an enlightening experience full of understanding, but the success 

of all forms of education depends on adhering to a progressive system: one step at a time, 

layer upon layer of information, you build a solid foundation, progress to the next level, 

and so on. This applies to both physical and psychological challenges, especially in the 

early years of development. To move from one stage to the next requires a confidence in 

where you are and a belief that where you are going is within your capabilities. Without 

this solid base, progress is uncertain. This is true of humans in their education but is even 

more true of horses whose education is guided by humans.

 How often have we heard of parents entering their children for a competition that is 

above their level with reasoning such as, “It’ll be good for them,” “They will see what 

the standard is,” “It will show them what to work on”…only for the child to be knocked 

out at the first metaphoric hurdle and come home deflated. 

 On the way home the parent then says, “Don’t worry, it’ll be better next time.”

 But the chances are that it won’t be. A marker of failure and for failure has been put in 

place and that is very difficult to overcome. 

 Draw the same analogy with a young horse. Move him up in level to gain experience, 

only to find that he knocks fences or has run outs. The marker of failure has been laid down.

Or he tries so hard to please and jumps clear, but the next time out he remembers the 

experience as being unpleasant and performs badly. Now that marker of failure has had a 

confirmation. Bad news. 

 This is what’s known as overfacing, a term that is defined as: to intimidate, especially by 

presenting too great a task or obstacle. Although the word is typically associated with asking 

ESmiley_SHPS.indd   3ESmiley_SHPS.indd   3 9/28/22   4:29 PM9/28/22   4:29 PM

DUPLICATION PROHIBITED 
by copyright holder

© Eric Smiley and Trafalgar Square Books 
www.HorseandRiderBooks.com



T h e  s p o r t  h o r s e  p r o b l e m  s o l v e r4

a horse to jump something beyond his ability, it can be equally useful when applied to 

other aspects of training, including groundwork and riding on the flat. It’s crucial, in fact, 

that we embrace this broader understanding so we don’t become the architects of our 

own problems by pushing a horse too far, too fast. For just one example of the perils of 

overfacing, consider Thoroughbreds that begin a racing career at age two—those that go 

on to retire sound in mind and body are in the minority.

Most horses come with “baggage.” 
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F i n d i n g  a  P l a c e  t o  S t a r t 5

 Horses are generous animals, constantly curious, and willing to take an interest in most 

things that are asked of them. Very few are disingenuous, which makes them good students. 

The key is to stimulate their interest, understand their limitations, and be cautious not to 

take advantage of their desire to please. In stimulating their interest we must set achievable 

goals. This is how we create a pathway to learning: with clear, well-planned steps, direction, 

and plentiful rewards as we go. With interest and achievement much can be done.

 These are the fundamentals of Progressive Training.

A Year-by-Year Breakdown 

Ultimately, the goal of any horse’s journey should be for longevity, in his sport or just in 

his life as a nice riding horse. Horses that are still competing at the highest level when 

they are well into their teens tend to have been brought up the correct way. 

In simple terms: 

 • A four- to five-year-old is starting. 

 • A six- to seven-year-old is learning the mechanics and skills of his trade. 

 • An eight- to nine-year-old is developing and improving these skills.  

 • A ten- to fourteen-year-old is in his prime. 

 • Fifteen years old plus is bonus time. 

 The most critical years are between four and five and then again when a horse is 

seven. At seven there is a temptation to think of them as mature and adult. But that 

would be foolish. This time of life is fragile, as horses are beginning to show what they 

can do (their potential) but are not yet secure, either physically or mentally. To make a 

mistake in either physical or mental development can leave scars they may never recover 

from. However, using this time to consolidate experience, skill, and confidence at the 

appropriate level will allow horses to learn to believe in themselves and the future.
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T h e  s p o r t  h o r s e  p r o b l e m  s o l v e r6

progressive training: 
The Key to Avoiding Problems from the Start
In a world changed dramatically by technology, questions can be answered at the press of 

a button. But with everything and everyone moving so fast, we don’t always have an under-

standing of the information we’re consuming. However, when humans have to interact with 

and train horses there is a need for understanding how horses learn—we must slow down 

and make sure we are communicating clearly and that the message is getting through. 

Otherwise, there’s a lot of room for misunderstanding. 

 We know horses learn from repetition and what’s known as conditioned responses. The 

more often we repeat a task, the more they understand how to do that task. Little is learned 

from the kind of cognitive processing that takes place in the human brain—it’s more about 

the creation of a habit.

It is our responsibility to not confuse the horse in the course of our training. 
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F i n d i n g  a  P l a c e  t o  S t a r t 7

 It is, therefore, our responsibility to ensure that each habit or piece of the jigsaw puzzle 

is taught correctly and in the correct order so that a correct picture emerges. We need to 

be patient and methodical. Only then can horses begin to understand what we are asking 

them to do. 

 In the beginning, we introduce horses to the concept of a relationship with humans by 

handling them, putting on tack and equipment, and generally getting them accustomed 

to people and some of our requests. We are careful not to ask too much and ensure that 

the horse understands each step along the pathway. 

 The more we do, the more we expect the horse to stay with us on the journey. But the 

more we must also be attentive to signs that he is struggling or finding things too difficult. 

 Horses will react to overfacing in their own characteristic ways. Some “down tools” 

(refuse to work), and say, “I don’t understand. It’s too difficult. I can’t cope.” Others run 

away (literally or metaphorically), avoiding the question that they can’t find a solution to. 

Others will hurry through the question the best they can without any understanding. 

 We need to understand each horse’s way of dealing with their concerns, learning to dis-

cern when a horse has a can-do attitude and tries to work out the solution but needs help. 

 What we do not want is the horse to be left with anxiety about the question, for anx-

iety creates a doubt in his mind each time the question appears. Think of a young horse 

being introduced to trot poles on the longe line for the first time. I had a three-year-old, for 

instance, who just stopped and said, “No!”  Because I knew his character by that time, and 

that of his family members, I understood that he was really saying was, “This is new and I 

don’t understand.” 

To become a ‘really good horse trainer’ takes an enormous tolerance for 
systematic schooling, day in, day out. There’s not much in the way of 

drama, not much place for strong emotion, just that quiet perseverance 
that chips away, little by little, to create a calm, unworried, well-

trained animal. Who has that much serenity, that much ability to avoid 
exasperation, that simple adherence to correct basics?  

—Denny Emerson, Author of Begin and Begin again; Know Better to do Better;  
and How good riders get good
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T h e  s p o r t  h o r s e  p r o b l e m  s o l v e r8

Some horses react to being overfaced by 
becoming resistant or aggressive. 

When a horse has a can-do attitude, there is 
a chance you can work through any lack of 
understanding with good communication. 

The unsure horse is not likely hesitating for no 
reason. Seek to clarify what you are asking for, and 
you can go from “maybe not” to “maybe.”  

 When we repeated the exercise, the young horse trotted through a few times but 

stood on every pole! Next, he hurried through and jumped the last two poles. What he 

was saying this time was, “I can’t get my trot to fit into these distances,” or, “Your dis-

tance is wrong!”

 But we stuck with it and after two days of quiet explanation he got it and looked very 

pleased with himself as he adjusted his own stride and accurately measured the distance 

between each pole. He understood the question, and we were able to move on from a 

place of confidence and trust to new and harder skills.
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F i n d i n g  a  P l a c e  t o  S t a r t 9

To Solve a Problem, Find a Start Point
As you might expect, it is easier to get things right from the start when training young 

horses—they’re a clean slate. But training and retraining are not confined only to young 

and older horses respectively. Horses of all ages develop unwanted habits no matter 

how hard we try to avoid them. At all times we must be conscious of where things are 

correct and reproducible and mark that as a start point—a place of security and stabili-

ty where the horse is confident that he knows the right thing to do. The goal is to build 

a series of these correct reference points in our training as we go along, painstakingly 

assembling one on top of another to establish a strong foundation that won’t come apart 

when challenged. At any time, if something goes wrong, tension arises, or a misunder-

standing occurs, it is possible to return to a start point—to go back in a horse’s training 

to a place where we know the response is secure and correct, and to regroup and fill in 

any blanks in the horse’s education before moving forward again.

 Overfacing challenges a horse’s (and sometimes the rider’s) security, which 

is how many riding problems come about. A start point is a very important tool 

to help us with both the effective execution of progressive training and retraining  

plan. Returning to these places of security will be a key part of our approach 

to solving problems throughout this book. Finding this common ground is how  

I work in a clinic situation. Once found, it is easier to take the horse and rider in the 

desired direction.

when expertise is lost in translation: 
Another Barrier to Solving Problems
It is equally important to understand the stresses placed on riders—both young riders and 

adults—in their education. Expectations come from many sources: parents, siblings, fellow 

athletes, instructors, or the riders themselves. As a result, they, too, are often overfaced, 

pushed too far too fast without sufficient understanding of what is correct.

 As coaches, we need to understand how humans learn at each stage of their develop-

ment and meet them at their level. The trick is to use appropriate language to make sure 

that what we teach is understood by every student. Often people don’t want to admit that 
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they don’t understand for fear of appearing stupid. I was certainly like this when I was 

younger. But this reticence leads to guesswork and further misunderstanding. 

 The responsibility for understanding falls mostly to the coach. Words matter (some-

thing I will talk about more in chapter 2—see p. 15). Experts should strive to explain 

complicated and weighty subjects in layman’s terms so that the ordinary person can 

feel involved, engaged, and enthused. But all too often, they fail. The Expert is proud to 

be known as an Expert. It is an acknowledgment that the Expert has “made it” in a pro-

fession, received a certain status, and been rewarded for endeavors. They tend to mix 

easily with other Experts; it’s a sort of members-only club. They talk a certain “knowing” 

language, that only those who have reached the dizzying heights of being an Expert can 

really understand. 

 When the public listens to Experts talk, there is an air of respect that pervades. We admire 

the confidence, the lofty language, and the grasp of the topic so eloquently explained. But 

underneath there is another thought that is far too embarrassing for most people to admit: 

they haven’t understood a single word! 

 Oh, if only we had more experts who could make things clear and offer concrete, 

easy-to-understand solutions to our problems. Using words that are simple, explaining the 

rationale behind our instruction, and practicing within a rider’s and a horse’s capabilities 

should not be thought of as patronizing but as critical to the building of a solid foundation. 

Only with this beginning can the human understand how to guide the horse correctly. Again, 

the concept of finding a start point comes in handy.

 When I was teaching some Pony Club members recently, a group of instructors was 

in attendance on a Progressive Development day. Between lessons, I was asked, “Why 

do you always return to basics to start each lesson?” My answer was that I returned to 

whatever point I found a common understanding between horse and rider because to 

continue without it would ultimately cause problems for both.

A Roadmap Through This Book
Let’s step back now and look at the bigger picture. As important as the idea of a start point is 

to problem-solving, it’s not where the process begins. There are many stages to this process. 
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In order to overcome challenges big and small, we need to develop a clear understanding 

of how things should be and then follow a clear, methodical approach to diagnosing and 

addressing a problem that is hindering our progress. Like most clinicians, my mind works 

its way through multiple steps when working with a horse and rider:

1   What is the problem?

2   How, when, and why did it arise?

3   Why does it need solving?

4   How can we formulate a plan, finding a start point?

5    What do the results of our experiment mean in the context of now  
and the future?

 Throughout the book, we will cover a good deal of the most common issues encountered 

in riding, applying the above five-step process wherever possible. There will undoubtedly 

be cross-referencing going on throughout. As I’ve mentioned, most issues we encounter 

with horses are so complex and multilayered, they cannot be considered on their own, but 

must be seen as interrelated. That’s real life and part of the development of horsemanship  

It requires learning to break down the big picture into simple tasks and skills and put the 

pieces together again. I hope this book will help in that endeavor.

 Here’s what to expect in the pages to come.

 Chapters 1 and 2 will further explain how we begin. The first chapter deals with 

what we see when we look at a horse, both with and without a rider. Learning to look 

at and watch our horses is really about developing greater awareness. We get to know 

horses, observing them in their natural state so we can detect anything out of the 

ordinary and rule out conformation, lack of soundness, or other health issues as the 

origin of our problems. It’s also important to be able to accurately assess ourselves 

and our capabilities as a partnership. In chapter 2 (p. 34), I briefly cover the neces-

sary qualities we must develop in our riding and why I’ve decided to focus on certain 

qualities over others. My goal is always to make things simple and understandable as 

clarity is too often absent from instruction. If you’ve read my other books, much of 
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the discussion of riding qualities and the scales of training will be familiar to you, but 

please humor me and read them again.

 Chapter 3 (p. 37) looks at the foundational qualities of forward, straight, and regular 

and their fundamental importance to all riding whether we’re solving problems (retrain-

ing) or enjoying horses, riding correctly. We’ll look at how things should be so we can 

pinpoint where things have gone awry, working through problems that commonly arise 

within each of the three qualities.

 The next three chapters do the same for the qualities of contact (chapter 4—p. 69), 

connection (chapter 5—p. 113), and consistency (chapter 6—p. 147). Chapters 7 and 8 

(pp. 161 and 193) turn to issues with jumping and in chapter 9 (p. 211) I talk about how 

to actually solve problems riders encounter (with position, coordination of the aids, and 

effective communication with their horses in general).

Seeking Moments of Illumination
Nothing much changes in the horse world, but everything is new to the newcomer.  

 I never mind covering the same ground year in year out and watching as this journey of 

discovery happens. The light bulb moments along the way ignite the inner glow of curiosity 

that becomes a burning ambition for more. These moments of illumination—reached only 

by grappling with our issues—are fun for both coach and pupil. 

 However problems materialize, we have to deal with them. We have to solve the 

puzzle that hinders us from achieving what we want with our partner. The quest for 

solutions and progress will occupy much time and thought, will cause much frustration, 

require many hours of help, and produce endless hours of happiness in the process. 

Our problems may never be totally resolved but the journey will ultimately make us 

better horsemen.

 Although the focus of this book is on problems, I believe the journey must be 

a positive one. While we shouldn’t ignore the fact that some things don’t work 

as well as we want, our troubles will often diminish in their importance if we opt for  

positive actions.
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 I admit that I do not have a crystal ball. I do not have an answer for all problems and 

why they have appeared. Nor will my solutions be the only possible solutions out there. 

Where I have misgivings about methods, I will give my reasons why. The book is not meant 

to be an exercise in criticizing methods or practices, but rather a way to explain a possible 

reason for a problem and a route to a solution. My hope is to always leave people and 

horses with a positive journey to go on, with the prospect of “better to come.” 
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C o n t a c t 9 5

Addressing Problems with Neck Shape,  
Outline, and Being on the Bit 
One of the questions I’m asked most often is how to get a horse “on the bit.” We should 

all appreciate that being truly on the bit is a feeling that pervades the whole being of the 

horse and is not just about the bit or where the horse’s head and neck are, although the 

two things are very much related to one another (fig. 4.11). 

 Putting a horse on the bit is a measure of achievement for a lot of riders and a source 

of interest for many others. I will deal with it in pieces. There are many parts to the subject 

and each part should be understood in order to make up the whole picture. 

4.11  David Taylor demonstrates a lovely frame, in a light seat, allowing the horse to 
work on to the bit. 
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T h e  s p o r t  h o r s e  p r o b l e m  s o l v e r9 6

 The first part is to look at the conformation of your horse. What does the neck shape 

look like? How is it attached to the rest of the body? What happens to this shape if I do X, 

Y, or Z? We should bring certain qualities with us from learning to watch horses, qualities 

that help us recognize a pleasing picture as well as a happiness and willingness to work 

and an attentiveness to the aids. (In fact, it may be helpful to revisit the section on neck 

shape in chapter 1 before proceeding—see p. 20.) Most importantly, having understood 

the problem how do you correct it?

Neck Shape, Outline, and Being on the Bit Problems and Solutions

1   Problem: above the bit. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

2   why is the Problem there? When the horse is higher in the neck than normal 

and carrying his head with the nose out, well in front of the vertical, this is what’s 

known as being “above the bit.” There are many reasons for this, from conformational 

defects to a misunderstanding of or resistance to the aids. If it is a conformational 

defect, we must look at how best to help the horse carry himself in a more correct 

way given the body he has to work with.  

 Horses that are “hollow-necked” or “ewe necked,” for instance, often have 

difficulty understanding what good carriage is. Sometimes the prescribed solu-

tions can be worse than the original problem, so don’t be in a hurry to try and 

correct it. 

3   why does it need solvinG? Assuming that the problem is not one of con-

formation and can be corrected through training, we should aim to do so as 

part of educating a good contact. Being correctly on the bit is also necessary to 

achieve throughness—a correct representation of being between leg and hand.

 Going above the bit during transitions is a common problem. Horses will often 

go above the bit when being asked to do a number of tasks at the same time. The 

problem is often particularly apparent in canter transitions, which are hard to do 

correctly, because the horse is distracted and accepting the correct shape becomes 

secondary to the request for a change of gait.
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C o n t a c t 9 7

 Most people’s focus in this transition is the crispness of the depart; having 

the horse respond instantly to the aid is deemed a success. But if we allow this 

sequence to become the accepted norm, it can be quite hard to re-wire the 

horse’s neurological pathways, and without this re-wiring, we will always get a 

transition with the horse going above the bit. This is a very common problem and 

one that we will revisit later in chapter 5 on connection (see p. 113).

4  how do you solve it? If a horse is above the bit as a result of a misunderstand-

ing or resistance to the aid, then ask yourself a few questions: 

 • Has the horse been taught the subject?

 • Has he been asked the question in the correct way at the right time?

 If, when the rider’s leg aid is applied, the horse responds by going above the bit, 

then we must re-educate the response. The response of “leg to rein” must always 

produce a softer, rounder, and more secure outline. When the leg aid initiates a 

request, the reins must make it clear that it is not acceptable for the horse to go 

above the bit. They do this by holding against this tendency. Meanwhile, the leg 

aid continues to ask the question until the horse finds that a lower, softer, less 

resistant contact on their end produces the same from the rider. This will now 

enable the rider to allow the horse to answer the question the legs were asking 

(for example, a transition). It also sets the tone of future requests—that is, leg 

to rein means acceptance of both before 

answering the rider’s question.

1   Problem: behind the vertiCal. _ _

2  why is the Problem there? Not to 

be confused with being behind the bit (see 

p. 103), being behind the vertical is when 

the imaginary line that runs down the front 

of the horse’s nose is deemed to be behind 

the vertical plane (fig. 4.12).  
4.12 A silhouette showing a horse 
behind the vertical.
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 This way of going may have been asked for by the rider or trainer, so the horse 

may think behind the vertical is where he is expected to be. Of course, this is not 

a correct way of going. 

3  why does it need solvinG? The horse’s nose should be on or just in front of 

the vertical. The overriding proviso is that the horse must remain on the contact. 

Without the contact, it will not be possible to retrieve a correct outline.

 There is one notable exception: sometimes when schooling or re-training, behind 

the vertical can be a more secure position to put a horse into while other issues are 

being dealt with. Horses will sometimes find it easier to work “through the back” 

when slightly behind the vertical (I will explain how later in chapter 5—p. 120), for 

example, so there can be merit in asking horses to be in this position.  

4  how do you solve the Problem? The key is very much in the horse taking a 

contact, as already mentioned. Without a contact, this issue becomes very difficult 

to solve. Once a contact, however light, is achieved, the rider can ask for the nose to 

come back in front of the vertical. Rider balance and an offering hand are the key to 

the horse understanding you want him to “take the contact out.” Exercises such as 

leg-yielding and transitions can be helpful as they require balance from the horse, 

and the horse seeks the rein to achieve this.

1   Problem: CarryinG the head too low. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

2  why is the Problem there? When a horse carries his head too low, it can be 

the result of a conformational issue, or it can be trainer- or rider-induced. It can also 

be accompanied by being behind the vertical (see p. 97).       

3  why does it need solvinG? Whatever its cause, there are few, if any, benefits. 

Being too low with the head and neck should not be confused with working “through 

the back” or “over the top line.” They don’t necessarily go together.

 You may have heard about the idea of working “long and low.” It’s important to 

understand that there is a right way and a wrong way to do this (fig. 4.13). 
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4  how do you solve the Problem? To resolve this issue requires a plan, which 

involves rebalancing the whole horse. We need to be able to encourage the hind legs 

to come in under the horse to carry a little more weight. The rein aids limit the amount 

the horse lowers the head and neck and reduces weight going onto the forehand. 

This transfer of weight from front to back changes the balance. 

 To maintain this, the horse needs to get used to the change in biomechanics. 

Trotting poles are helpful. Cantering smaller schooling figures can activate the hind 

legs. Decreasing the size of figures can help the balance.

 As the access to the horse’s “engine” improves, so the lightness of his forehand 

and position of the head and neck also get better. 

1   Problem: tiltinG the head. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

2   why is the Problem there? Ideally, we should be able to trace a line down the 

center of the horse’s forehead and nose, which should be perpendicular to the ground. 

4.13 A really nice sequence of 
shapes, where you can see 
a horse working correctly as 
he comes “long and low” with 
a contact to the bit and the 
correct shape to a lower frame.
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Sometimes, however, the head tilts to one side or the other (fig. 4.14). Horses seldom 

have a natural head tilt, so this fault it is more than likely the result of improper training. 

 It is important to recognize a head tilt as early as possible as any prolonged time 

riding with such an issue makes it a habit that can be difficult to correct. 

 Acceptance and understanding of the aid is at the root of the issue. Head-tilting 

usually first appears when a horse is being started off as a two- or three-year-old. 

The first few times a bit is put in a horse’s mouth, the observant trainer should notice 

if the trait appears and slow down or go back in the training to correct it. It will be 

obvious that early. Young horses tilt their heads in the early stages of teaching them 

what the bit is as a way of showing a rejection of or resistance to the foreign body. 

This resistance can be apparent in the mouth or at the poll. 

 If we inherit a horse with this tendency, it is something we should address 

immediately.

4.14 This horse is resistant to 
the left rein and hanging on the 
right rein. It is also possible that 

he may not be listening to the 
left leg. The result is the rider 

having problems keeping him 
out to the right and having to 
use too much right rein. The 

horse’s nose is reluctant to 
follow the left rein, so the head 

starts to tilt.  
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 3  why does it need solvinG? Our aim is to have a horse that is symmetrical 

and evenly developed on both reins. The horse is more likely to work in an efficient 

manner if he is. If you watch horses trotting down the centerline in the arena, you 

will see this issue more times than you might expect. It may make no difference to a 

horse’s jumping, racing, or general riding performance, but it will in a dressage test, 

and it is a sign of a general schooling problem. Head-tilting will affect overall straight-

ness and the athletic performance of the horse, because it is a sign of resistance.

 In most cases, a head tilt is correctable with the right work. It can take time as, 

once again, we can’t talk to the horse and explain the issue! 

4  how do you solve the Problem? Firstly, make sure that the head tilt is not a 

result of some physical pain or discomfort. A routine visit from your veterinarian will 

confirm one way or the other.

 Solving this problem under saddle can be difficult, as there are normally other 

issues that distract us. So it is best to begin the solution in the stable as explained 

earlier in this chapter (p. 72). The process described in the section on addressing a 

lack of straightness in chapter 3 may also be helpful (p. 50).

 We want to encourage the horse to follow a guiding rein. We are asking his mind 

to be interested in what we are doing. This will remove any resistance, and he will 

want to look and go in the requested direction. Ask him; don’t tell him. When progress 

has been made from the ground, then try from the saddle. The open and guiding rein 

should be applied in the same way. Begin at a halt and then progress to walk. At the 

same time, use your body position to control the horse’s shoulder from falling in or 

out. In the case of the horse in photo 4.14, for instance, using the right leg to control 

the shoulder, and the left rein, will guide the head and ask the neck to follow. By linking 

these two requests—opening the rein and controlling the shoulder—we encourage 

the horse to release the outside muscles of his neck and to soften to the bit on the 

left. When he gives the correct answer, make sure he has a clear reward to let him 

know that he has done what you wanted.

  The bend to either side also comes from the relaxation of the two bones of the 

spine at the poll—the atlas and the axis (see p. 21). These bones allow the spine to 
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have a degree of rotational movement, and when the horse understands what is 

being asked, he will release tension at the poll (longitudinal acceptance), and the 

head can flex either way (lateral acceptance—figs. 4.15 A & B). Each and every time 

he offers the correct answer, reward him. Offering a guiding rein will encourage the 

horse to look in the desired direction. When your horse understands, he will be more 

inclined to truly follow the line being asked of him in a correct way and physically, he 

will develop more evenly on both sides.

 Be aware that bad habits will reappear when the horse feels pressure or tension. 

So avoid them when explaining things to the horse. A horse that works correctly is 

also more likely to cope well with the pressures and tension of competition.

4.15 A & B  Longitudinal acceptance 
(A) is more likely to produce lateral 

acceptance (B).

A B
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1   Problem: over-bendinG or behind the bit. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

2  why is the Problem there? Over-bending is normally the result of a horse 

being asked to be too compliant or submissive (fig. 4.16).

4.16 The over-bent horse is often 
being asked to be too submissive. 

Beware Too Much  
“Inside Leg to Outside Rein”! 

“Inside leg to outside rein” is a phrase often used and nearly always misunderstood. When 

passed along to the horse, this misunderstanding can teach him to tilt his head or have 

too much inside bend.

 The rider’s inside leg (inside the bend) stops the horse from falling in. It defines the 

inside of the line you are riding on. The rider’s outside leg conversely defines the outside 

of that line. The rein aids guide the front of the horse on the chosen line. 

 “Inside leg to outside rein” is often misunderstood as an active aim to push the horse 

into the outside rein. This should not be so. If the horse isn’t falling in, don’t push him 

out! Each of the four aids (two reins and two legs) have a responsibility to position the 

horse on the line of motion. The inside rein should have a guiding or “offering” role, and 

the outside rein defines the amount of direction and bend required to stay straight on 

the line being ridden. Both reins should have a fairly even contact.

 If this is ridden badly and too much pressure is applied to the outside rein, the head tilts. 

 Often you will hear instructors say, “Keep your horse on the outside rein”! This is not what 

they mean but it is what they say. We would all be wise to use the outside rein judiciously.
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Jumping 

There can be many issues with jumping that cause riders 
and horses concern. As with work on the flat, the first step is to analyze the problem. 

So often with a perceived problem, we may confuse the symptom with the cause.

 “My horse knocks poles,” says the student who arrives for a lesson. We need to delve a 

little deeper into the why before we can help. As I've emphasized throughout this book, to 

solve problems in a lasting way, it is important to get to the root issues and address them. 

 Also, keep in mind that a lot of jump problems are in the rider's mind! Many of them 

are placed there by what riders are taught. In quenching the thirst for knowledge, teachers 

often give more information than necessary, irrelevant information, or inappropriate infor-

mation to riders who may be incapable of applying this information. In doing so, we create 

a difficulty for the partnership of horse and rider. 

Mixed Messages
The well-intentioned rider tries to apply some theory without the practical ability to do 

so. The well-intentioned horse does his best to guess what he should do. The outcome is 

unsatisfactory.  Riders lose confidence in themselves because they believe they are doing 
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as instructed, but it isn't working. The horse loses faith in himself and trust in the rider 

because he's getting mixed messages. 

 Some common examples of the mixed messages and misunderstandings are as follows:

 • “Control the canter.”

 • “See your spot.”

 • “Look for your distance.” 

 • “Half-halt!”

 • “Ride a corner.”

 • “Set up.”

 These phrases are all commonplace in jump training yet seldom are they acknowledged 

as being part of the cause of bad jumping.

7.1  My student Camilla, who had to learn not to try (so hard). 
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J u m p i n g 1 6 3

 When I began teaching my student Camilla, all of the above sample instructions were 

ringing in her ears (fig. 7.1). And at each competition, she would have at least four poles 

down. She is an amateur rider who works hard to do as asked. The more she tried the more 

the horse gave up trying. What was the trouble?

Sound Principles
A good jump comes from a good canter on the correct line, with both partners knowing 

their responsibilities. I doubt if this would be disputed by anyone. 

 Once Camilla began to understand this principle and the horse developed a conscience—

the desire to jump clean—clear rounds appeared.

 Before we get into the process of dismantling the tasks of jumping, highlighting the 

problems, and finding solution, let's clarify the responsibilities within the partnership.

Five Phases

There are five phases in jumping:

 • The approach.

 • The takeoff.

 • In the air.

 • The landing.

 • The getaway.

 We should understand each of the five phases and the responsibilities with-

in each phase. Together, horse and rider make up the complete package and 

each partner becomes empowered to make decisions at the correct time. 

 A good partnership works when there is mutual support and no interference from the 

more passive partner at each phase. For example, when the horse is jumping well and doing 

his job in the air over the fence, the rider must sit quietly in balance and not interfere. This 

clarity about roles and responsibilities allows for a trust to develop and if one partner needs 

help they become more comfortable receiving that help from the other. 

 In my career as a rider, trainer, and coach, the partnership works best when the respon-

sibilities are divided up as follows:
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 The rider is responsible for the approach and the getaway, otherwise known as the line 

and pace. This involves managing the type of canter and the straightness of the approach 

and the getaway. The horse doesn’t know where he is going without the rider, so he becomes 

the supporting partner in these aspects of the jump.

 The horse is responsible for the jump itself, including the takeoff, in the air, and the land-

ing. The horse knows what effort is required to jump, so the rider becomes the supporting 

partner in these phases.

 There should be a seamless join as one partner hands over to the other from main 

role to supporting role. We should keep these roles and responsibilities in mind as we 

work our way through the following common jump problems and look for possible causes 

and solutions:

 • A lack of forwardness.

 • Rushing.

 • Running away after a jump.

 • A lack of straightness.

 • Poor jumping technique.

 • Hitting rails (what I call “carelessness”).

 • Stopping.

 Before dismantling these problems, however, I'd like to revisit an important concept from 

earlier in the book: overfacing.

Overfacing
As you will recall from the introduction (p. 3), overfacing is a term that is used to describe 

asking a horse or a rider to do something that is beyond their capability. Although it is a word 

that is normally associated with presenting a jump that is too big, I think it is important to 

link the concept with all aspects of training, including flatwork (fig. 7.2).

 Doing flatwork well is not just functionally doing it correctly; it’s much more. It comes 

with the confidence of knowing that each step in the education process is understood. How 

it works, where it fits in, why it’s done in that order, how one step leads to the next one. 
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This confidence allows the horse and rider to feel brave in their performance—the type of 

confidence Valegro would show as he entered the arena with his rider Olympian Charlotte 

Dujardin or when performing the extended trot. 

 When overfacing occurs on the flat, horses and riders demonstrate an uncertainty, a 

lack of confidence in execution, a physical inability to perform…a lack of self-belief.

 At each stage of the journey of education, a horse should "let you in" before you ask for 

more. In doing so he will know that what he is learning now relates to what is coming next. 

This goes for jumping as well as flatwork.

7.2  We commonly think of overfacing being associated with too-big jumps, but it is 
symbolic for all kinds of challenges.
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Instilling the “Can-Do Attitude” When Jumping
The first jump of a young or newly acquired horse is a moment when my imagination 

either runs riot with excitement at what I have, or my training brain kicks in with how to 

make it all better.

 For any horse that shows a degree of ability, the industry asks for too much of this ability 

to be tested and put on display with loose-jumping competitions, sale videos, and longe-

ing over jumps. Some high-performance sales horses are jumping enormous obstacles to 

impress prospective customers.

 I believe that by asking for too much too soon we abuse a young horse's natural gener-

osity and at the same time diminish his “can-do attitude.”

 Most young horses give their all when jumping at the early stages. This is a fragile atti-

tude that we need to nurture and look after. It can be easily destroyed. There is much going 

on in a horse's brain at this time: How do I get to the jump? What will I meet when I get there? 

What does it look like? What question is it asking? How do I get to the other side, leaving it up?  

 And the jumps keep coming.

 Very few horses take all this calmly. To add size to the jump question very often puts 

one too many challenges to the already busy mind of the young or untrained horse. The 

result is a stop, a run-out, a knock down, a speed up, a slowdown, or even a "won’t try"!

 The rider is also placed in a difficult dilemma. Having presented the horse to the jump 

the rider has to jump it. It’s bad practice to turn away. The rider hopes it goes well, because 

dealing with all of the issues of it not going well gets messy. Having a good enough canter, 

being able to keep it, finding a reasonable takeoff—so much is dependent on the rider's 

skill making up for the horse's inexperience. It’s a very challenging process. But that’s what 

Young Horse competitions tend to do.

 Some horses respond to the challenge of height by over-trying. A horse that over-jumps 

often makes people smile. But “giving it some air” or jumping exuberantly can be mislead-

ing. To jump 3 feet over a 2-foot fence feels great. It compels us to see what a 3-foot jump 

feels like. Now the horse tries to jump 4 feet high, and this is when he starts questioning his 

limits. Once there is a doubt in the horse's mind, it creates a marker of fear or hesitation, 

which is there for the future. This marker diminishes the horse's can-do attitude and puts 

a limit on his jump; something that will reappear later.
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 To avoid this, keep jumps small until all of the many things going on in the horse's mind 

have become more familiar to him, until he learns the many issues that jumping throws at 

him, and until the arrival at the jump becomes something he willingly deals with, not just 

something organized by the rider. A slow start and deliberate progression will retain the 

can-do attitude for later, without a limiting marker being placed in the horse's mind. 

 Soon enough, the horse will learn that he does not need to jump a foot higher than the 

jump. As he discovers that he need jump only enough to clear a fence, then the 3-foot jump 

becomes a 3-foot-3-inch effort—much more comfortable for the horse.

 Leaving the horse with a good feeling in the mind allows him to retain the can-do attitude 

as all the other issues of jumping become secure. This then allows the rider to build on the 

good and progress with the confidence that the horse hasn’t installed any limits on his own 

potential. As time goes on, so the can-do attitude becomes more embedded in his mind, 

and his confidence in what he can do grows. No limits.

 Long-term, a horse that believes in his own abilities is one that doesn’t know failure or 

doubt. This is how you help a horse develop a good jumping conscience, an idea I will return 

to again later in this chapter. Start that attitude young and keep it.

Dealing with Overfacing

What if your horse already has a limiting marker in place? What should you do about it?  

Let’s look at it from the horse's point of view.

 The horse's choices are:

 • “Jump, because I’m being pressed by my rider.”

 • “Jump, because I’m going too fast to stop.”

 • “Stop.”

 • “Look, assess, use my care and technique to prepare, and then jump.”

“Time is so important. I think each horse has a number of jumps in their life, and if 
you use them all when they are young, they will not have a lot left at the end.”  

—Willy Wijen, owner and breeder of Explosion W, Winner of Individual  
Olympic Gold in Show Jumping at the 2020 Olympics in Tokyo 
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 The scars left in the mind of the horse from the first three options cannot always be seen 

but they are there.

 • To do something because one is told, tends not to develop partnership.

 •  To do something because there is no other choice tends not to develop commitment 

 • To doubt one’s capabilities tends not to develop a belief.

 • To stop tends to demonstrate an inability to make a decision.

 But these four qualities—partnership, commitment, belief, and sound decision-making—are 

surely everything we want in a sport horse. Without them, ability alone is not enough.

 The generosity of horses will often hide their anxieties. But just because they under-

take a task doesn’t mean they are comfortable with it. It’s important for us to feel, read, 

and be aware of the signs of anxiety. And never be afraid to move down a level to reha-

bilitate the confidence in a horse's mind. It’s a wise person who makes this move. It’s a 

fool who doesn’t heed the signs of overfacing. 

 Human athletes have the ability to think about their performance and analyze what 

they need to do better. There can be value in a lack of achievement as it can stimulate a 

rethinking of strategy and a deeper self-awareness. So for us, failure can be a powerful 

learning experience. It can motivate us to improve, build a resolve, an inner strength, a 

work ethic to do better next time, if handled the right way.

 However, it is very different for horses. They do not have the ability to reason in this 

way. In most instances of a horse falling short, the human takes over, either to chastise or 

to intensify input. Neither of these responses is helpful. Instead, it begins to set limits in the 

horse's mind that affect how much the horse will try to help himself.

 What can we do to facilitate the horse's learning? Find a start point and go back to the 

principles of progressive training. Start simply:

 •  Only jump from a gait that the horse is comfortable in. If cantering without a jump 
is challenging, then cantering with a jump will be even more so. So revert to trot. 

 •  Only introduce canter when the obstacle is small enough that mistakes don’t 
upset the horse. As the canter becomes more secure and adjustable, so the 
obstacle becomes more interesting. The horse will then focus on the jump and 
not worry about the canter.
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