Teaching Pre-Schoolers to Ride

I tell parents that I teach a pre-schooler the same things I teach an adult beginner.  My techniques are less verbal, but it’s all basic dressage.  I realize that most riding instructors have no patience for pre-schoolers.  To me, however, working with a pre-schooler is just like working with a young horse.  Whatever we do lays the foundation for all subsequent learning.

I honor the student’s desire for “connection”, one’s own emotional/spiritual attachment to the horse.  This is why grooming is so important to pre-schoolers.  In his own way, this is his connection with the horse.  (The delight in grooming returns for middle-aged female riders – and probably for the same reason.)

I always teach compassion.  “How would it feel to the horse?” – if we didn’t clean the dirty places under the saddle, if the saddle blanket were doubled over, if the bridle were crooked, if the saddle were too tight.

Compassion extends to the way a rider sits on the horse and how he uses his aids.  “How would it feel to the horse” – if you were sitting sideways, or had one rein longer than the other, or were pulling on the reins while you were asking the horse to go, if you were to hit him with the whip out of the clear blue, or – without warning – just pull on the reins?

Compassion and communication are closely inter-related.  Before we can truly communicate, we must remove our known obstacles to communication.

Just as in training a young horse, symmetry is important.  We want our horses to bend the same left and right.  But how can a horse be the same both ways if a rider is crooked?  Just as we generally start with a crooked horse, we generally start with a crooked rider.

As with all beginners, I insure that the reins are the same length.  All of our reins have “stops”, little tabs on them – so one can easily tell if the reins have slipped or have become uneven in length.

I work a lot with straight lines.  It takes a lot of symmetry to ride a straight line.  If the rider is heavier in one hand, if he sits off to one side, if he uses one leg more strongly than the other; a rider inadvertently struggles with straight lines.

Of course, the same is true with adult riders.  Most horses, bless their hearts, have learned to accommodate their crooked riders.  Sometimes this works OK for them.  Like other basics, asymmetry is always revealed “somewhere down the road”.  The horse escapes from the arena.  He won’t take both leads.  He gets lame in the leg that has taken the abuse of years (if not decades) of crooked riding.

My lessons are very much “hands on”.  I take the horse’s end of the reins and feel what the horse feeling.  (This technique also helps diagnose turning problems.)  I put my hand between the rider’s leg and the horse.  I readjust the rider’s seat.  I use the mirrors to demonstrate what I want the rider to see in his own vertically aligned body.

I teach pre-schoolers “school figures”.  Ten-meter half circles and circles are much easier than twenty meter ones.  (Our indoor arena is 50x120 feet, which is ideal for this kind of teaching.   They aren’t really ten and twenty meter circles.)  Pre-schoolers are very much “tuned in” to shapes and letters.  They love dressage school figures!

At Centaur Rising we believe in developing a rider’s independent seat before habits and muscles are developed that cause future problems.  We do this by having the handler stand in the middle of a circle with a “lunge line” attached to the horse.  The horse goes in a circle around the handler.  The handler controls the horse.  The rider does not use reins and is free to concentrate solely on his balance and position.

Building confidence is essential in the training of the pre-schooler.  Children are encouraged to walk the horse along the walls in the arena with an assistant walking along side the horse in the beginning. The child is also taken on trail rides where the instructor logs pedestrian miles along side.  Using these methods, we see the child’s confidence grow dramatically with each lesson.
From our experience most parents have unrealistically low expectations for their pre-schoolers.  Parents tend to stay too long in “rescue mode”.  In being anxious to assist, parents often “dis-empower” their children.   Perhaps the biggest benefit to the pre-schooler of riding lessons is showing the parent what the child is actually capable of doing!

Do pre-schoolers like riding lessons?  They must.  (In addition to our older students) I’ve taught well over one hundred pre-schoolers in the last ten years.  Do they learn anything?  Well, I’ve seen kids who only took riding lessons as pre-schoolers return as teenagers.  Our experience and the research of others support the fact that riding lessons impact little kids on a neurological level in a very positive way.  It is satisfying to know that my lessons to a pre-schooler are preserved even if the child doesn’t remember them!  Wow!

Kristann Cooper, with an MS in counseling psychology, is Executive Director of Centaur Rising.  The 501©(3) nonprofit organization works to restore Man’s connection with Nature.  The welfare of all horses is our primary mission, as is the promise of personal growth for humans.  This is accomplished through the teaching of classical horsemanship.  Please visit our website at www.CentaurRising.org.  Reach us at info@CentaurRising.org or 303-838-5086.  Your financial support is very much needed for our work to continue.  Thank you!

