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C
oming down centerline during an inter-

national competition, I have to be very 

focused and secure in what I’m asking 

of my horse to push him to his limit. 

Every stride tests our years of train-

ing and trust, and I must ride every movement 

seeking the highest quality my horse can offer to 

maximize our score. However, when I first start 

showing young or green horses, I ride their dressage tests 

a little differently. I don’t risk everything during their first 

few tests because it is essential to me that this horse has a 

g o o d experience by completing a nice, 

calm, relaxed test. For a young 

or green horse, I have different 

competition goals. Don’t get me 

wrong, I am there to win, but I also 

Shawna Harding and Come On 
III, her 1999 Danish Warmblood 
gelding

BREAKING

7 0  P E R C E N T
These exercises add quality to test movements so you can take 

calculated risks that pay off in competition.

By Shawna Harding with Hilary Moore • Photos by Susan J. Stickle

3  DRESSAGE TODAY EXTRA  |  VOLUME 10 



4  DRESSAGE TODAY EXTRA  |  VOLUME 10 

Ride for a 6

2

have to know my horse’s abilities and 

limitations at that time. Pushing too 

much too soon and overfacing him 

at this level usually leads to negative 

experiences in the ring with lower test 

scores. Only as a horse continues to 

have positive experiences at shows as 

I continue to develop his training at 

home, can I start to ask him for more 

in the show arena. 

Similarly, I often see greener riders 

(and some experienced riders) incor-

rectly pushing themselves and their 

horses beyond their horses’ abilities 

in an effort to “go for it” as if their 

life depended on it. In an attempt to 

make the horse’s Gaits score a 10, rid-

ers often turn a steady trot that would 

earn a 7 into a rushed, tense trot that 

actually gets a score of 5 or 6. Addi-

tionally, if the rider cannot follow the 

bigger, faster trot, this can drop their 

Rider score from a 7 to a 5. Instead of 

earning more points and turning their 

65 percent into a 75, the rider earns a 

58 percent with a major loss of the 

basics throughout the test. 

The riders who actually break 70 

percent are the ones who build upon 

that steady test by developing better 

quality and taking calculated risks 

they have built into their training 

program at home. Instead of pushing 

themselves and their horses beyond 

their abilities, they first confirm that 

they are able to ride each movement 

of their test in a basic gait in a correct 

way. That’s when you can start to 

increase the expression and the quality 

of the gait. 

In this article, I will walk you 

through exercises I do with my own 

horses that systematically improve 

their dressage scores. The key is to 

confirm your basics so you can guar-

antee yourself a satisfactory note on 

the movement. Then build in exercises 

to develop the ability of both you and 

your horse to ride for more with calcu-

1. In the corner 
maintain your forward, 
connected, properly 
bending trot.

1

2. Ride a conservative 
shoulder-in, being careful 
to keep your trot steady 
and consistent.
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lated risks. This increases your chances 

of success and decreases your chances 

of earning a 5 or lower. Before we 

begin, I always like to say that riding is 

a science, but it isn’t an exact science. 

I hope you will take these examples of 

my method and apply the theory to 

your own riding in a way that comple-

ments your current program.

Step One: Develop  
Your Baseline
The rider’s position is essential to the 

alignment of the horse and the quality 

of every movement. As you go through 

your ride, remember that you have to 

be in control of your body in order to 

influence your horse. There are a lot of 

people who get disillusioned in their 

riding and the answer to their prob-

lems often comes back to their need 

to focus on improving their equita-

tion. I believe that what makes Steffen 

Peters great is that his position doesn’t 

change. I am always reviewing my 

videos and those of other top riders to 

make sure I don’t need to make correc-

tions in my position. Watch your vid-

eos and compare yourself to the best.

With that in mind, let us be-

gin with your warm-up. Hubertus 

Schmidt said it best, “You warm up as 

little as possible but as long as neces-

sary.” The goals I have for the warm-

up are having a plan to get my horse 

relaxed but responsive to my aids 

and establishing a fundamental base 

gait. Ride your horse in walk, trot and 

canter in a forward way that is into 

the connection with straightness and 

evenness between both your legs and 

both your hands. Note your horse’s 

base walk, trot and canter. It should 

be forward without rushing, relaxed 

with energy and responsive to your 

aids. As you begin, keep your baseline 

in mind so that you are warming up 

a horse who is correctly forward, bal-

anced and straight (bending prop-

erly on a circle/bending line). Pay 

attention to his submission—how he 

responds to your leg, seat and hands 

from your secure position. This is a 

big deal to me. You have to be totally 

in control of your position and your 

aids. If you skip these basics, your 

dressage training and tests will be 

without a plan and erratic. 

As you start, gauge how much you 

push. If you can’t keep up with a trot 

that is too big, start with one that is 

smaller but still swinging and respon-

sive, and build from there. I would 

prefer to see someone ride a steady, 

controlled warm-up (and dressage test) 

than one that is not in control and is 

herky-jerky. 

Step Two: Ride for a 6
When you have confirmed your 

horse’s base gaits, you can move on to 

incorporating basic test movements. 

The goal is to maintain his base gaits 

with the same quality as you train each 

movement. Try this basic shoulder-in 

as an example of riding for a 6 (see 

photos p.4 ):

1. Pick up your base trot.

2. Prepare to ride a small shoulder-

in: Start through the corner onto 

Ride for a 7 or 8

1. On the long side, develop a steady, conservative shoulder-in. 
2. Straighten your horse out of shoulder-in, preparing for the transition 
to a lengthening or an extension.  
3. Ask for several strides of extended trot or lengthening. On the next 
long side, you can repeat the same sequence, asking for more angle, 
bend and ground cover in the shoulder-in. Next, try replacing the 
extended trot portion with travers or ride quick transitions to walk or 
straightening before returning to the shoulder-in.

1

2

3
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your line and apply pressure with your 

inside sitting bone to your outside 

rein with a small, suppling inside 

bending rein. Keep your inside leg 

close to the girth and your outside 

leg connected. It is important that 

you maintain your base trot and the 

swing in your seat keeping your horse 

even underneath you as he steps his 

hind leg up and under his body to 

your outside connection.

3. After riding a few strides of shoul-

der-in in your base trot, make sure you 

haven’t slowed down or sped up and 

that he feels balanced underneath you. 

4. Repeat on the next long side, 

confirming you can maintain your 

base trot.

5. If your horse loses the base trot, 

straighten him and ride a few strides  

to get it back and then ask for shoulder-

in again.

As your horse is able to maintain  

the shoulder-in in the base trot, you 

can incorporate different movements 

on the long side with several strides 

of travers (haunches-in), renvers 

(haunches-out) and trot–walk transi-

tions. When he can maintain that 

base trot throughout, you know you’re 

ready to start to challenge him a little 

more and start building his gaits.

Step Three: Ride for a 7 or 8
Train intermediate elements that will 

increase your horse’s ability in a way 

that will let you go for it a little more 

in the test and know you can earn an 

extra point or more without losing 

quality and getting flat in the move-

ment. Try this exercise:

1. Pick up your base trot. 

2. Out of the corner, ride a conserva-

tive shoulder-in with your base trot.

3. After riding several strides of 

shoulder-in, transition to walk for three 

strides and return to trot. Maintain 

your balanced shoulder-in throughout 

the transitions and the activity in the 

hind leg. Again, if you cannot maintain 

your base trot–walk–trot in the shoul-

der-in, ride straight for a few strides to 

get your horse’s gait quality back and 

return to your exercise.

4. On the next long side, ride shoul-

der-in and replace the walk transition 

with several strides of travers. Return to 

shoulder-in for several strides and then 

straighten before the corner.

As you are able to transition 

between the shoulder-in and other 

movements, try replacing the walk 

and travers with renvers. The key is 

that you can maintain your base trot 

throughout the exercises. Try doing a 

long side of travers–renvers–travers. 

Or to check if he is enough in front 

of your leg, incorporate a few quick 

collected trot–extended trot–collected 

trot transitions. It is worth noting that 

I prefer not to do so many transitions 

into travers, so I work the travers to 

renvers instead. 

Step Four: Ride for a 10
For those horse-and-rider combina-

tions that are ready to ride for a 10, I 

suggest playing with a full spectrum of 

movements in a controlled but quick 

combination as long as you are able 

to maintain your base gaits where 

appropriate. The sequence I am about 

to suggest will increase your ability to 

push without taking unnecessary risk:

1. Work passage for a few strides on 

the long side. Once you are comfortable 

with your passage, stay in a passagey, 

lofty trot through the corner.

2. On the next long side, push for-

ward into shoulder-in.

3. After several steps of shoulder-in, 

ride a few steps of piaffe in shoulder-in 

and transition back to passage or a more 

forward lofty trot.

4. Straighten before the corner, and 

down the next long side, ride quick 

transitions between trot and one to 

three meters of piaffe and back to trot.

As you develop your horse at this 

advanced level, you will notice that 

1. Work in passage for a few strides 
on the long side.

2. Work a few strides of piaffe before 
transitioning to shoulder-in.

3. Go for it in the best shoulder-in you 
can get.

Ride for a 10

1

2

3



TRAINING SHAWNA HARDING
Interview by Whitney Hunt

Roel Theunissen has worked with Shawna Harding and her Grand Prix part-

ner, Come On III. Theunissen has trained dressage riders and horses for 

more than 30 years. Before moving to the United States from the Netherlands 

in 1996, he studied with Georg Theodorescu and Henk van Bergen.  

How did you begin working with Shawna?

Let’s be clear that Shawna was a very good rider before I started working with 

her. She had just started the Grand Prix with Come On III, and at that time 

faced this huge step that all people experience when they make the move from 

the small to the large tour. The horse was schooled in all the Grand Prix exercis-

es but was relatively green, especially in the piaffe and passage. As a trainer I fo-

cus on developing a horse in his overall strength so that he will be able to show 

and better perform the Grand Prix movements. Much of the work we have been 

doing is creating a better trot, a better canter, better throughness, etc., which 

made him definitely stronger, more fit and better in his overall performance. 

What has been Come On III’s greatest challenge?

Mostly he was lacking in his confidence in the ring and was somehow insecure 

with the performance he had to deliver in a show environment. So it has most-

ly been stepping up the game for Come On III. The overall workload as well as 

the daily demands significantly increased, which definitely made him tougher 

and more able to deal with his stress in the ring. The big reward with regard to 

his becoming a big boy was clearly shown at the 2011 World Cup in Leipzig. He 

went around in that environment with an attitude of it’s kind of scary but I can 

do this. After the freestyle, Shawna was very emotional just because her horse 

stepped it up several levels and didn’t let her down at all. That was very cool.

What tips can you give petite riders, like Shawna, on large horses?

Shawna is an effective rider who has a very clear-cut approach with her 

horses, which means that submission and effectiveness of the aids are high 

on the daily task list. Come On III is actually very sensitive and is ridden in 

the snaffle as much as in the double bridle. His connection and steadiness are 

always of a very high level, and he gets rewarded for that throughout all his 

performances. In general, it all comes back to the sensitivity level of the horse 

and not really the size. There are big horses with the engine of a sports car and 

there are small horses that are like a dually truck.

To keep your aids small and light, don’t ride your horse at a level that re-

quires so much power or force that he becomes impossible to control. Always 

stay in a safe range in which you are able to handle the energy you put into it, 

and make sure you can go back to simplicity if you seem to lose that control.

What do you focus on in the week prior to a big competition? 

Besides the normal routine of throughness, tempo control and working on 

executing better-quality gaits, at this point we are tweaking a lot and working on 

the details of the movements. That means, for example, we work on getting the 

pirouettes straighter on the centerline, not an inch to the right or to the left, or 

that the halt is square and the rein-back perfect. A lot of the training energy has 

your base trot (that you have noted in 

your warm-up) is different from the 

base trot you were getting when your 

horse was working only shoulder-in. As 

long as you are maintaining quality in 

your gaits, working these exercises will 

only improve your horse’s adjustability 

and create more lift, loft and quickness 

in his hind leg. These fun strengthen-

ing exercises will keep him sharp and 

improve his gaits and dressage scores. 

You will progress from a horse who can 

perform a steady, conservative move-

ment that receives a score of 6 to an 

agile, supple, correctly moving horse 

that is off your aids in a way that makes 

him capable of effortlessly transition-

ing between movements for an easy 

7 or higher. Through correct training, 

you will be able to make calculated 

risks that consistently and predictably 

improve your scores as a result of a 

structured training program. 

Shawna 
Harding is a 

United States 

Dressage 

Federation 

(USDF) gold 

medalist 

who spent 

eight years 

working, riding and competing in 

Europe, including two years training 

with the late Reiner Klimke. She has 

accumulated numerous achievements 

through Grand Prix. In 2011, she and 

Come On III placed third in the Special 

at the World Dressage Masters 5* 

and in the United States Equestrian 

Federation (USEF) National Grand 

Prix Championships. The pair also 

competed that year at the World Cup 

Final in Leipzig, Germany, and the 

World Dressage Masters. Harding 

is based in Aiken, South Carolina 

(shawnaharding.com).
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to go into the harder exercises, which 

sometimes puts the small things more to 

the background. We try to peak for the 

right day—something that needs to be 

adjusted all the time. It is important for 

a trainer to live with a combination for 

a while to be able to do that right. The 

combination needs to be as good as it 

can be on the day of the competition. 

So we focus on balancing the energy 

and strengths and trying not to take too 

much out of the horse the previous week.

How does your focus change when 

coaching Shawna at a show?

Shawna is very levelheaded, has no 

negative nerves and is superfocused, 

so that makes my life already easier. In 

general, we try to do the same at the 

show grounds as we do at home. Before 

every warm-up, we make a plan to-

gether and decide on what needs a little 

more attention in the warm-up based 

on the feeling the horse gave us in  

the week prior to the competition. 

Shows are part of the training and vice 

versa. It is impossible to change every-

thing in one dressage test. If possible, 

we take one or two things on which 

we focus and try to fix in the test. Over 

time, all these details have to come 

together and lead to gradually higher 

show scores. Then, when it gets closer 

to the moment of entering the show 

ring, I try to make Shawna as sharp as 

necessary and hope I have given her 

enough positive reinforcement.

What has been the greatest factor 

in Shawna’s rising success?

Shawna has worked very hard to 

develop her talents as a rider. She has 

been pushing herself tremendously and 

made huge sacrifices. It is really nice to 

see that it is now paying off. Shawna 

never exposes herself to something she 

or her horses are not able to do, and she 

always stays fair to herself as well as to 

the horses she has in training. Shawna 

has a healthy dose of self-reflection and 

is totally open to any constructive criti-

cism. Her past trip to Europe was very 

refreshing for her, and it added to her 

confidence level and made her see that 

the grass is not always greener on the 

other side of the ocean. There is good 

and bad riding, good and bad horses, 

good and bad judging everywhere you 

go, and it made her realize that she is 

absolutely on the right path. 

Do you have any advice for riders 

trying to climb the ladder to be a 

top competitor? 

Make sure you have backup horses. 

To play this game at the highest level 

requires not only talent and money. 

You also have to have some longevity. 

You need to have more than one top 

horse. America has developed tremen-

dously in the quality of riders, trainers 

and horses. In Europe, most top riders 

are approached by breeders, stallion 

owners and businesses, and are asked to 

ride their horses. There is an ongoing 

business-like interest in having good 

horses going to good riders and perform-

ing well. Our riders are too fragile, with 

most of them having only one  

top horse that either is owned by the 

rider or belongs to somebody who has 

a great love for their horse and/or the 

sport and is willing to provide support.

Unfortunately, there is no such back-

up in horseflesh as there is in Europe. 

Nor do you have the business interest in 

having a horse competing well if it has 

no breeding purpose or business name 

behind it. So it all comes to the rider’s 

creativity to find a way to stack up 

horses. It is a tough sport. Therefore, it is 

important to make yourself less vulner-

able and start investing early in your 

career with a backup plan, if competing 

with the best is your goal.

Is there anything else you think 

readers should know about you 

and your training?

One of my mentors once told me, “Do 

one thing and do that as good as you 

can.” Over the years, I tried to keep 

my focus on what I do well, and that 

is training and teaching. I really see 

myself as a dressage trainer who has 

been around in this business for many 

years and got to the place where I am 

pretty confident. Most of the problems 

at shows and in the development of a 

dressage horse do go back to just plain 

basic work at home. I love my job and 

love to work with riders with the right 

attitude and mentality. It is great when 

people truly want to learn the right 

thing for the right reasons. To have a 

rider like Shawna Harding who reflects 

so many things of what riding is about is 

just a luxury. 

This article and interview first ap-

peared in the May 2012 issue of Dressage 

Today magazine. 

Shawna “never exposes herself to 
something she or her horses are not 
able to do,” says Roel Theunissen. She 
stays fair to herself and her horses.
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Your 
Horse’s Tail 
Health
A tail can tell a tale.
By Megan P. Graham, BVetMed

T he appearance of a 

horse’s tail, both at rest 

and during exercise, 

can tell us much about 

his general health and well-being. 

The tail should hang straight down 

and be carried in a relaxed man-

ner. When viewed from behind, it 

should swing gently from side to 

side as the horse moves. The height 

of the tail carriage depends on an 

individual horse’s croup confor-

mation and breed. For instance, a 

Morgan may naturally carry his tail 

higher than a Thoroughbred.

There are many reasons that a 

horse might hold his tail crooked or 

off to one side. As an equine veteri-

narian certified in spinal manipula-

tion (chiropractic), I am often called 

in to assess a horse for abnormal tail 

carriage. One such cause is when 

there is a restriction (loss of motion 

in a joint and/or surrounding soft 

tissues) of the sacrum. The sacrum 

is roughly triangular in shape and 

is made up of five fused vertebrae, 

the last of which articulates with the 

first tail vertebrae. The cranial (front) 

part of the sacrum has seven articu-

lar surfaces, two being the sacroiliac 

joint, which is a commonly affected 

area in the dressage horse. The sacral 

apex (the part nearest the tail) can be 

restricted either to the left or to the 
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dressage health
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external parasites, allergies and pain.

Pinworms (Oxyuris equi) are a 

common cause of tail-rubbing and, 

unfortunately, due to increasing resis-

tance to anthelmintics (dewormers), 

they are being seen more commonly 

and can be challenging to treat. The 

adult pinworms live in the rectum and 

deposit eggs around the horse’s anus. 

The eggs are surrounded by a yellow/

white substance, which can often 

be seen around the anus, and causes 

extreme itching. Pinworm eggs are not 

typically identified with a standard 

fecal egg count test, such as the one 

used to assess for other gastrointesti-

nal parasites. However, your veterinar-

ian can apply clear tape to the skin 

around the anus to collect the eggs 

and then examine the tape under the 

microscope to find the eggs and make 

a diagnosis. Once pinworms have 

made your horse their home, it takes 

treatment not only of the horse, but 

also extensive decontamination of the 

environment to be rid of them.

Ticks are active during much of the 

year and will also cause a horse to rub 

his tail. Due to the high prevalence of 

Lyme disease and anaplasmosis, it is a 

good habit to check your horse daily 

for ticks.

Another cause of tail-rubbing 

is culicoides hypersensitivity, or 

“sweet itch.” Some horses develop 

a severe allergy to the saliva of 

these small biting flies and will rub 

their mane, tail and abdomen. This 

disease often progresses 

with age and, in some 

cases, the horse will rub 

until these areas are raw. 

Management involves 

treating the itch, treating 

any secondary bacterial 

infections and limiting 

contact of the horse with 

the flies using specially designed 

blankets, fans, insect repellents and 

avoiding turnout at dusk and dawn 

when the insects are most active.

Sometimes I am asked to evaluate a 

horse for tail-rubbing or sitting on wa-

ter buckets when there is no evidence 

of parasites or history of allergies. In 

some cases, these horses have back 

pain, and leaning on the wall or their 

buckets gives them relief. 

Finally, if you own a gray horse, 

the tail may be the first place you spot 

melanomas. Melanoma is a type of skin 

cancer, which in the horse tends to be 

benign in most cases. 

Megan Graham, BVetMed, graduated from the Royal Veterinary College in London, England, in 2008, became certified in acupuncture 
through the Chi Institute in 2015 and completed her certification in spinal manipulation (chiropractic) with the Integrative Veterinary Med-
ical Institute in 2016. A USDF bronze and silver medalist, she has been a dressage enthusiast since the age of 6. She has worked exclusively 
as an equine veterinarian, splitting her time between Ocean State Equine Associates in North Scituate, Rhode Island, and her own practice, 
Graham Equine Complementary Medicine, based out of Plymouth, Massachusetts. 

right, and oftentimes this will cause the tail 

to point or move more in that direction. If 

this is the case, a manipulation, or “adjust-

ment,” will often restore normal movement 

to the tail.

In some cases, the tail may have been 

fractured in the past or sustained other 

trauma leading to nerve damage. These 

tails may lack normal tone and movement, 

seeming floppy or overly still while the 

horse is working.

Some horses have a very 

active tail during exercise, 

swishing excessively, espe-

cially while being ridden. 

While this may be normal 

for some horses, I recom-

mend having your horse 

evaluated by a veterinarian 

to rule out common causes 

for this behavior. Tail-swishing indicates 

tension in the horse, often from back 

pain or other orthopedic issues. Check-

ing saddle fit and back health is a good 

place to start. Another common cause 

of tension under saddle is equine gastric 

ulcer syndrome. 

The appearance of the tail itself can give 

us information about the general health of 

the rest of the horse. The tail should be full 

and lustrous with hair growing up to the 

base or top of the tail. It is common, espe-

cially in the summer, to see evidence of tail-

rubbing, such as broken hair, bald patches 

and even skin lesions. There are many 

possible causes for this, such as internal and 

“The appearance of the tail itself can give 
us information about the general health of 
the rest of the horse. The tail should be full 

and lustrous with hair growing up to the 
base or top of the tail.”

dressage health
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