TRAINING
MYTHUNDERSTANDINGS

Using Leg: A Confusion Of Terms

by Nancy Wesolek-Sterrett, Dressage Department Head, Meredith Manor International Equestrian Centre

n online chat about an article that discussed
Ahow to get the horse 'in front of the leg' caught
my attention recently. The students argued
whether the writer was right or wrong. When I read the ar-
ticle, I realized that their disagreement arose, in part, be-
cause of the bewildering use of terminology in the horse
industry. People use different terms to mean the same
thing. Or they use the same term but with different shades
of meaning. As an example, let's take a look at how the
meanings of 'forward' and 'in front of the leg' might get
tangled.

The first thing a baby green horse learns about leg pres-
sure is that if he moves forward when he feels pressure
from both legs simultaneously, the rider releases the pres-
sure and it goes away. That pressure may be described as
a squeeze or a bump or a tap, but they all mean 'the light-
est possible pressure the horse will understand." The re-
lease of that pressure is the horse's reward. We are only
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looking for a directional response, not for a particular
speed or a particular shape the horse takes with his body.
Trainers call this basic understanding of leg 'forward' or
'moving off the leg' or 'forward off the leg' or 'respect for
the leg' or similar terms.

As the horse progresses from this very basic, baby green
response to higher levels of training, the rider adds layers
of sophisticated nuance until the horse understands the in-
dividual meaning of a wide range of leg pressures. But at
every level of training, the basic response we expect when
the rider applies pressure with both legs simultaneously is
that the horse moves 'forward' immediately.

'Going forward from the leg' is a precursor to having a
horse 'in front of your leg. I feel this term confused the stu-
dents in the chat room because it did not precisely describe
the response from the horse that the writer intended.
When talking about a horse being in front of the leg, I pre-
fer to describe the rider's feeling that the horse 'moves for-
ward into the hands' or 'moves forward into a connection’
with the rider's hands. The rider closes the leg, and the
horse responds by pushing off from behind, lifting the
back, rounding the neck and connecting to the rider's hand,
thereby completing the circle of aids

Moving 'forward into connection' is a much more so-
phisticated forward response, not to just leg but to a com-
bination of legs, seat and hands than the green horse's
simple 'respect for the leg." When I close my legs on a more
advanced horse, I want him to do more than just go for-
ward quickly. I want him to step well under himself and
push off the ground energetically with his hindquarters,
taking a particular shape with his body that transmits that
energy into my hands holding the reins.

In the beginning stages, the combination of legs, seat
and hands feels like a mixed message to the horse. I am
saying GO with my legs and HOLD YOUR FORWARD
ENERGY A BIT with my seat. My goal is that when he
feels this apparent contradiction, he will step farther under
himself than he would have from leg pressure alone, con-
tract his abdominal muscles to lift his back and withers,
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and allow an energetic connection with his driving
hindquarters to flow up into my hands holding the reins.

Some riders try to ride their horses faster into 'connec-
tion." Adding more leg pressure without modifying it with
seat and rein aids only asks the horse go forward faster.
Forward is simply a direction, not a connection with the
hands. Horses cannot go faster forward into collection nor
can riders gather a horse's forward energy into collection
by pulling on the reins. Connection starts with that pow-
erful thrust from the hindquarters that moves through the
horse's body in a way that allows the rider's hands to
gather and direct the energy.

Also adding to students' chat room confusion, differ-
entriding systems describe different methods for applying
leg - bump, tap, squeeze, flutter, pulse, use heavy leg, use
light leg, lay leg against the horse's side, keep the legs away
from the horses' sides, drive every stride, drive and leave
the horse alone, and the list goes on. "How DO I use my
leg?" lamented one chat participant.

There is, unfortunately, no simple formula that I or any
other instructor can offer that fits every situation. How the
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rider applies leg or other 'forward' aids depends on multi-
ple factors. Here I will discuss two of those factors:

¢ THE HORSE'S TRAINING LEVEL - In our training
classes, students learn to first SHOW a horse what they
want him to do. At the next stage, they can ASK for what
they want. When the horse consistently gives what they
ask, they can then TELL him what they want and expect a
response. If the horse does not respond, only then is it fair
to ENFORCE their request. The rider enforces forward
movement with only as much pressure as needed to get a
response. That might be increasing levels of leg pressure,
akick, or a touch of the whip added to leg pressure. Spurs,
by the way, are not on the list of aids for forward move-
ment. They are used to encourage hindquarter engage-
ment (that first step in collection).

The rider starts with the least amount of leg pressure
and increases the pressure until the horse moves forward.
The rider pays attention to the horse's response to the aid
and changes the aid based on the horse's feedback. The
next ride, the rider does not start with a tap of whip pres-
sure because that was what it took to get a forward re-
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sponse the last time. Then that would
become the pressure that the horse un-
derstands as 'forward." The goal is to
help the horse respond respectfully to
the least amount of leg pressure.

e THE HORSE'S TEMPERAMENT
- Leg pressure must have meaning to
the horse. It must be part of the vo-
cabulary used by both horse and rider
to communicate. The hot horse that
needs no leg to move off as soon as the
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reins are released must learn to allow
the rider to apply leg pressure. When
a horse runs from leg pressure, he may
be going forward, but the rider cannot
get that energetic connection from
back to front. As training progresses,
however, hugging lightly with the legs
creates a corridor that helps this type
of horse relax and trust the legs. At
the other end of the spectrum is the
placid horse that ignores a leg con-

stantly bumping or gripping his sides.
This horse is more likely to pay atten-
tion to a fluttering leg or a bumping
leg against his sides. The horse would
ignore a constant leg pressure and
start going slower and slower.

When terminology confuses riders
they should ask their trainer or riding
instructor to explain how they are
using a particular word or phrase.
Good instructors know how to explain
the same thing different ways to suit
the learning styles of individual stu-
dents. If riders come across the use of
a term in an article or book that seems
to contradict their own understanding
of the term, they should search for the
author's definition or try to tweeze the
meaning out of context. Different rid-
ing disciplines and different schools of
training within individual disciplines
often use the same or similar terms
with different meanings. Don't let it
throw you. Just keep learning.
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