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                                           MENTAL 
      FOCUS

5 Tips to Improve

A U.S. Olympian shares how you can redirect 
your attention to improve your riding. 

By Allison Brock with Eliza Sydnor Romm

F
or most of us, there is limited time each week to devote to our riding, even 

though it is very important in our lives. We have serious goals and we all 

hope to improve each year, perhaps dreaming of the FEI arena one day 

with our beloved horses. Many people have one lesson per week, a mere 45 

minutes. If we count that up for the year, that is less than 40 hours. So how 

can we make the very most of our lessons? Here are five tips I can offer you:

1. Pick an Appropriate Instructor
You must have a good support system around you to be in the best state for learning. 

Find an instructor who fits with your temperament, capabilities and goals. It’s impor-

tant to watch whomever you want to train with teach other students and to watch 

them ride and compete. Spend the time to see if the teaching is systematic, easy to 

understand and what kind of emotional state the students and horses finish the ses-

sion in. I personally prefer an instructor who is very direct and clearly states when 

I have done something correct or incorrect. I also want someone who is solution-

oriented and operates under the premise that he or she knows I am trying my best to 

do what he or she is asking of me. 

2. Be a Receptive Student
One of the skills I had to learn is how to be a receptive student. The instructors we 

choose to learn from are there to guide us and help make us better riders and horse 

trainers. It took me a long time to learn how not to take what they were saying per-

sonally. The constructive criticism they are giving me is not a personal attack on me. 

They are trying to raise my bar and push me out of my comfort zone so I can grow. 

If you can start mastering this skill in your riding lessons, I find that it usually trans-

lates into other parts of your life as well.

Before you even get to your lesson, it’s good to take a moment to get into an 

open mindset. I tell myself when I go into a training session that whatever happens, 

I’m going to try to be open-minded to 

whatever my instructor tells me. Be OK 

with somebody talking about something 

new—experiment a little. Riding is not a 

static state. We have to know the theory 

behind what we are trying to achieve and 

ultimately we are looking to achieve a 

standard that will develop the horse to 

his highest emotional and physical state 

and produce 10s in the show ring. Be 

willing to be creative and flexible about 

to how we get from Point A to Point B. 

Horses do not necessarily follow the text 

books in their development.

 

3. Film Your Lessons
While all of us would love to have a 

trainer helping us to learn every day and 

pushing us to improve, we don’t all have 

that luxury. Many of us live too far away 

from our trainer for regular lessons or can 

afford to spend only a certain amount 

on our education each year. But every-

one can use video to make the most of 

their lessons or even their rides at home 

Whether you’re coping with the 
pressure of riding down  
centerline at the Olympics or 
wanting to make the jump from 
First to Second Level, learning to 
focus and deal with your emotions 
each day is key. 
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without a trainer. 

When I take lessons 

or school at a horse 

show I always film it. 

Don’t wait to watch 

it. Really try to watch 

it as soon as you can. We all have to get 

desensitized to looking at ourselves on 

camera. The best thing is to watch it 

immediately after you’ve taken care of 

your horse, while the ride is still fresh in 

your mind. You need to combine what 

you feel in your lesson and what it really 

looks like. Visual backup is good confir-

mation, as a lot of times it looks better 

than it feels. This will really help you 

maximize your lessons. 

4. Learn to Be Present
Whether you’re coping with the pressure 

of riding down centerline at the Olym-

pics or wanting to make the jump from 

First to Second Level, learning to focus 

and deal with your emotions each day is 

key. I have benefited greatly from train-

ing with a sports psychologist. It has 

been life-changing for me, as it meant 

finally having access to tools on how to 

deal with my own negative emotions 

and understand the source of them.

When I think about being focused 

for training, it means being as mentally 

and emotionally present and in the 

moment as possible. I’ve learned over 

the years how to get myself into a state 

where I am not concerned about what 

happened before or what’s happen-

ing next, but just be in the moment. 

That is like a muscle that you have to 

exercise and build. Commit to the fact 

that you’re “there” for your 45-minute 

riding lesson and if your mind starts to 

drift off, ask it gently to come back to 

the present moment. Just like you can 

learn to ride shoulder-in, you can learn 

to improve this ability in yourself.

Our mind is like a streaming ticker 

tape of chatter in the background. You 

must figure out how to acknowledge the 

chatter and let it pass through without 

it overtaking the main focus of your at-

tention. Horses are wonderful for teach-

ing us to stay in the moment and be 

present. They demand our full attention 

to ride effectively and safely. Many acci-

dents in the saddle happen because the 

rider’s attention has strayed elsewhere 

and he or she was unaware of what the 

horse was preparing to do. 

5. Quiet Your Inner Critic
Almost all of us deal with an inner critic 

in our heads who can take us from the 

present moment of learning and push 

us into reliving the past or worrying 

about the future. When I’m having the 

negative back talk in my brain, I’ve 

learned to sit there and challenge and 

question what I’m saying: Is this a fact 

or a feeling? Am I actually a failure or do I 

feel like a failure? Feelings are not neces-

sarily facts.

A lot of the things we say to our-

selves can be so incredibly negative, but 

much of the time it’s not a fact or truth. 

If I’m having negative thoughts in the 

riding, I look for outside feedback and 

rely on my instructor to tell me if I’m 

just thinking negatively or overreact-

ing to what was said or what happened. 

Listen to your outside feedback. Your 

instructor will be a mirror with which 

you can check your reflection.

Be conscious of what the voice 

in your head is telling you and what 

you say out loud. I try to be very 

careful with what I’m telling myself 

about myself and very aware of what 

conversation I am having internally. 

It’s one thing to make a mistake, but 

it’s another thing to make a mistake 

Our mind is like a 
streaming ticker 
tape of chatter in 
the background. 
You must figure  
out how to  
acknowledge the 
chatter and let it 
pass through with-
out it overtaking 
the main focus of 
your attention.
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and question your 

self-worth. Again, 

stick to the facts, not 

the feelings.

Our inner critic 

can often tempt us 

into spending a lot of energy worrying 

about situations or experiences. I 

prefer to be as prepared as possible for 

whatever may happen versus worried 

about something that hasn’t happened 

yet. Worrying is literally like living 

through a bad experience twice. Rely on 

your instructor’s experience to help you 

prepare for different situations.

Learning can be a very rewarding, 

as well as a very uncomfortable and 

frustrating, journey at times. It can 

put us in a vulnerable state, especially 

when we are attempting new skill 

sets, and it’s really important that you 

trust your instructor. Vulnerability 

means uncertainty, risk and emotional 

exposure. Riding forces you to really 

expose who you are on the inside, 

especially as you are the partner for 

an emotional horse who often mirrors 

your own emotions. 

Emotions can be a problem for all 

of us when we ride—especially anger or 

frustration. When you are working on 

something that’s very hard or you’re 

being pushed a little too far outside 

your comfort zone, these emotions can 

present themselves without invitation. 

My best advice if you’re struggling and 

start to get angry is to literally stop and 

drop the reins. Breathe. Take a walk 

break and go back to fact-checking your 

inner critic. All riders deal with this. But 

you can mature into a state of being 

effective without being emotional with 

good instruction and experience. When 

training horses and riders, we must be 

systematic and not make emotionally 

driven decisions.

The End Goal
Over time you will be able to bring 

yourself into this focused mindset more 

easily and for longer periods of time. I 

don’t expect someone to be focused all 

the time or the horse to be focused all 

the time. You can concentrate for short 

bursts and then link those bursts to 

short walk breaks. 

Dressage riders are often 

perfectionists. People most often 

struggle with perfectionism in areas 

where they feel the most vulnerable. 

Perfectionism is externally directed 

(What will people think?) as opposed 

to internally directed (What do I 

want?). When we are able to quiet our 

minds and be fully present, we can 

internally direct ourselves and strive 

for excellence rather than perfection. 

Perfection doesn’t exist and it creates 

a terrible trap for many of us trying 

to achieve something that is literally 

unattainable. A “10” is defined as 

“excellent,” not perfect. I expect 

excellence out of myself and my 

students, but not perfection. 

Lastly, practice gratitude. Appreciate 

when it’s up and be realistic when it’s 

down. Progress doesn’t follow a straight 

line upward, no matter how much we 

wish it would. Enjoy your journey and 

training with your horse, wherever it 

may take you! 

Try to be very careful with what you’re telling 
yourself about yourself and very aware of 
what conversation you’re having internally. ©
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Allison “Ali” Brock was a member of the 2016 bronze-medal-winning U.S. 
Olympic dressage team in Rio de Janeiro. She is a popular trainer and clinician 
and spends winters in Wellington, Florida, and summers in Keswick, Virginia. 
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Stress in Horses
When is it harmful? 

By Shauna Spurlock, DVM, MS

Stress, be it in horses or humans, is an interesting concept. We tend to 

generally categorize stress as something negative, but the actual defini-

tion of stress is a physiologic response to a stressor or stimulus, be it 

emotional or physical. Stress isn’t always bad. In fact, it is what enables a 

body to rise to a particular challenge. A portion of the nervous system is acti-

vated, resulting in a predictable hormonal response that prepares the body to 

react. When horses experience stress, the usual “rest-and-digest” activities switch 

to “fight or flight.”

When a horse reacts to stress, the process begins with an alteration or upset in 

the normal balance of the hormones in the body. This response is orchestrated by 

a complex set of events in the nervous system. Specific areas of the brain respond 

with the result being an increased production of the natural steroid known as cor-

tisol. This substance increases blood sugar and aids in the metabolism of fat and 

protein, which helps the horse take evasive action and run away. 

When a horse encounters a stressful situation and cannot take evasive action, 

we can see the manifestation of stress with clinical signs such as head-tossing, ear-

twitching, the excited look in the eyes, frequent defecation and general agitation, 

restlessness, pawing, increased respiratory rate and heart rate—all signs of hy-

pervigilance or an exaggerated awareness and response to his surroundings. This 

response has been described as the “Four Fs”: flight, fight, fidget and freeze.

Stressors in the horse can include the obvious big life events such as weaning, 

training and breaking, illness, confinement and change in companions. However, 

even things like having a mismatched rider, maintaining a certain head position—

as in the case of hyperflexion—having vision problems or sight limited by walls 

or equipment or simple changes in routine can elicit a stress response. If you look 

carefully, you’ll notice that stress and a stress response are part of socializing and 

training. This ability to adapt is a learned response, and the body tends to easily 

bounce back from it as the hormones rebalance.

In some situations, however, stress can be problematic. The real concern about 

it relates to chronic or more long-term 

stress. In these circumstances, the hor-

monal imbalance is prolonged and can 

lead to adverse effects. Outwardly, one 

might observe common coping behav-

iors such as cribbing or stall-walking 

and even decreased food intake. Stress 

can lead to anxiety or fear. Physiologi-

cally, the result of prolonged stimula-

tion of the hormonal pathways can 

take a toll on the immune system as 

cortisol will suppress immune function 

and altered metabolism that can lead to 

things like low-grade infections, ulcers 

and weight loss, impacting the general 

well-being of the horse. 

Stress, therefore, has two areas of 

concern for horsemen. Certainly our 

management practices can be a source 

of stress. Training and handling may 

initially result in stress, but this, hope-

fully, is short-lived as the horse learns 

to adapt to new situations. Secondly, 

stress can be a welfare issue for horses 

when the stress is more prolonged and 

begins to affect overall well-being. 

Our goal as horse owners should be 

to understand the horse’s natural state 

so that we can work toward minimiz-

ing stress and limiting it to adaptable, 

short-term events. 
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Shauna Spurlock, DVM, MS attended the University of New Hampshire 
before heading to The Ohio State University for her veterinary training. After 
graduation she completed a masters degree and residency in clinical pharmacol-
ogy. She then received additional training in internal medicine at Tufts University 
and became board qualified with the American College of Veterinary Internal 
Medicine. She was on the faculty of Virginia Tech before putting her pharmacol-
ogy training to work at the Food and Drug Administration Center for Veterinary 
Medicine. Based in Lovettsville, Virginia, she has been in private practice at 
Spurlock Equine Associates since 1991.

dressage health

Cribbing, stall-walking and even 
decreased food intake can be signs 
of chronic or long-term stress in a 
horse. 
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