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Janet Foy’s Tests Tests &TechniquesTechniques
that corners are actually your friends. 

As a general rule of thumb, you should 

be able to ride 2 feet deeper into the 

corner than the smallest circle in the 

test. At Training Level, the smallest 

circle is 20 meters. A good way to 

measure this would be to stand in the 

middle of your arena’s corner and step 

2 feet further out than where your 

20-meter circle would hit and put

a cone on that spot. After a cone is

placed in each corner, practice riding

around the outside of them.

As you are practicing riding deep 

into your corners, remember not to leg 

yield into the corner. Asking your horse 

to leg yield into the corner will actually 

make things more difficult for him as 

it will push his balance to the outside. 

Instead, you should encourage your 

horse to put more weight on his inside 

hind leg. It should help to think of rid-

ing a corner as though you are riding 

two straight lines and connecting them 

with a turning aid.  

 Sloppy entrances and exits: Stef-

fen Peters says you should be able 

to get 9 or 10 on every centerline. I 

agree because it is a movement any 

horse and rider can perfect. To do so, 

practice using the rail as a guide for 

straightness. Ride along the rail and 

practice asking your horse to stop 

in a straight, square halt. Your horse 

Janet Foy is an FEI 5* and USEF “S” dressage judge and 

an “R” sporthorse breed judge. A member of the USEF 
international High Performance Dressage Committee, she also 
teaches judges’ training programs nationwide. Author of the 
book Dressage for the Not-So-Perfect Horse, she is based in 

Colorado Springs, Colorado. 
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Fix common mistakes to improve 
Test scores
By Janet Foy

In the following article, I will point out a few common show-ring mistakes at 

each level from Training Level through Grand Prix. These mistakes that judges 

often see can be corrected with just a bit of extra concentration and effort. 

While my suggestions might seem like small details, they can greatly improve 

your riding, and your horse will undoubtedly feel the benefit. These improvements 

can become habit with daily work, and by the time show season arrives again, 

these new habits should translate to higher scores.  

Training Level
Inaccurate figures: Sometimes it seems that no one in the history of dressage 

knows how to make a real 20-meter circle at letters E and B. In the Training Level 

tests, there are several circles at these locations, which means you have several op-

portunities to correctly nail a figure. 

On the other hand, incorrectly riding these figures can be a silly way to lose 

half or even one full point for each incorrect circle. Accuracy in figures is even 

more critical for good scores at regional competitions, where there are judges stra-

tegically placed at E or B in addition to C. This gives them a clear view of whether 

you are correctly riding a 20-meter circle or a 24-meter oval. 

Avoiding corners: One thing that I wish Training Level riders understood is 
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can have a few steps at the walk in 

and out of these halts, but keep in 

mind that a few steps does not mean 

5 meters worth of walking. As you 

salute in your halt, remember not to 

salute with your whip in the hand 

that you remove from the reins, as 

it can accidentally cue your horse to 

move. In your halt also be aware that 

if you take your legs off of the horse 

and reposition your seat, it will affect 

your horse’s balance. This will prevent 

him from moving off comfortably in 

a straight line. This kind of obvious 

readjustment in your position can also 

look unprofessional. 

Incorrect bend on circles: Remem-

ber that an important part of correctly 

riding a circle or a corner requires cor-

rect bend. This means that counter-

bending will lose you points. 

Improper rider balance: This is 

most obvious at the canter, where rid-

ers often sit to the wrong side of the 

horse. For example, if a horse is on the 

right lead, a rider will sit to the left of 

the horse. This is a result of the horse 

leaning to the left, which is his natu-

ral tendency when traveling on the 

right lead. 

Incorrect serpentines: Serpentines 

are ridden at the trot at Training Level 

and cross over centerline, where the 

change of bend should occur. One of 

the most common mistakes that I see 

with these movements is serpentines 

that show no change of bend. 

First Level
Transitions within gaits: As you go to 

transition into a trot or canter lengthen-

ing, be sure that your horse is traveling 

in a straight line. These lengthenings 

occur on the long sides after riding 

through a corner, so remember to ride 

through the corner before asking for 

the lengthening. Too many riders start 

the lengthening when the haunches are 

still in the corner and 

have not completed 

the turn, resulting in a 

crooked lengthening.

In the downward 

transitions, my 

suggestion is simple: 

Show one. Very few 

riders actually show 

a transition back 

to working trot. 

Instead, they just 

cruise through the 

short end. Some try 

to show a transition 

back from the canter 

lengthening but 

don’t succeed. It can 

help if you plan your 

downward transition 

more and start 

bringing the horse 

back sooner.

An exercise that 

can help improve this 

is to add a 10-meter 

circle in each corner 

after a lengthening. 

This will teach a horse 

to come back and re-

balance himself in the 

downward transition. 

Centerlines with 

walk steps: In First 

Level tests, a trot to halt, back to trot 

is required. This creates an easy oppor-

tunity for you to lose points for walk 

steps in and out of the halt. Just like at 

Training Level, the centerline and halt 

take practice. It can also be helpful to 

practice riding centerlines along the rail 

or the quarterline so that the horse is 

not always preparing to halt at X.

Incorrect bending: Because First 

Level is more advanced than Training 

Level, there is an even higher standard 

for correct bending. 

Inaccurate movements: There are 

a few movements in the First Level 

tests that require more attention to ac-

curacy. In the two 10-meter circles at 

X, the change of bend should be rid-

den coming up centerline. Leg yields 

should reach X. In simple changes of 

lead at the canter, the horse should 

trot exactly over X. 

Canter serpentines: In canter ser-

pentines, it is important that the peak 

of your loop touches X. Also remember 

to ride into your corners. Refer back to 

my Training Level discussion for more 

details on riding a correct serpentine. 
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Positive habits will translate to better show experiences 
and higher scores.
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Corners: Refer back to the Training 

Level discussion of corners, as these are 

important at every level. 

Second Level
Incorrect balance: Some riders attempt 

to ride Second Level tests before their 

balance is correctly developed enough 

for the movements required. Signs of 

imbalance are obvious if you and your 

horse are struggling with the size of 

circles, simple changes or the counter 

canter. Problems with any of these 

movements indicate you are not ready 

to show at this level.

Lack of or incorrect bending 

during turn on the 

haunches: Correct 

bending is required to 

execute a proper turn 

on the haunches. Un-

derstanding the defini-

tion of this movement 

(and all others you are 

working on) can help 

clarify exactly how 

you should approach 

them. Each move-

ment’s correct defini-

tion can be found in 

the USEF Rulebook. 

Lack of supple 

downward transi-

tions: As in First Level, 

the upward transitions 

are usually attempted 

to some degree (al-

though sometimes 

without straightness), 

but I notice that too 

many downward tran-

sitions are vague.  

Incorrect bend in 

counter canter: The 

correct bend that your 

horse should have 

during the counter 

canter is equal to 

the amount of bend 

he should have on a 

20-meter circle. Relatively speaking, 

this isn’t much and this slight bend 

should also be in the same direction of 

the lead. 

Lack of collection: At Second Lev-

el the horse is expected to have estab-

lished some degree of collection. This 

requires that the rider have correct 

influence over the horse. It is impos-

sible to develop correct influence over 

the horse if you cannot properly sit 

the trot or sit straight. Spending time 

on a longe line can help improve both 

straightness and ability to sit the trot. 

Incorrect position in the travers: 

Most commonly in the travers, I see 

riders sitting to the outside and pull-

ing their outside shoulder backward. 

Your shoulders must remain perpen-

dicular to the rail, just like the horse’s 

shoulders. Also, the horse’s front legs 

should not cross. He should be com-

ing straight down the rail. 

Corners: Refer back to the Training 

Level discussion of corners, as these are 

important at every level. 

Third and Fourth Level
Incorrect balance: Just like at the 

lower levels, the rider must understand 

the basic balance requirement for the 

horse. Even though your horse might 

be able to perform a flying change, that 

doesn’t mean that he has the appropri-

ate balance for a Third or Fourth Level 

test. At this level, the horse must be 

physically stronger and show clear dif-

ferences between the paces. 

Lack of lateral suppleness: In the 

half pass, the horse must have enough 

lateral suppleness in both directions to 

be able to move sideways with ease and 

cadence. The rider should not sit on 

the wrong side of the horse. Instead she 

should sit in the direction the horse is 

bending and moving. A horse should 

be submissive to the rider’s cue to move 

sideways in both directions, which 

requires lateral suppleness. 

If you need to start your half pass 

on the quarterline in order to reach X 

in time, then your horse is not supple 

enough laterally and is not responsive 

enough to your aid that asks him to 

move sideways. This is important, and 

if these are not well developed, success 

at this level will be difficult. 

Uncentered position: At this level, 

your horse is more tuned in to your 

position and therefore, your position 

will more obviously enhance or de-

tract from your performance. Acciden-

tal flying changes will happen if you 

are not centered. In the half pass or 

pirouette, the horse will be unable to 

flow sideways with cadence if you are 

A rider must be able to maintain correct balance in all of 
the movements required before competing.
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sitting against the movement. 

Corners: Refer back to the Training 

Level discussion of corners, as these are 

important at every level. 

Prix St. Georges and  
Intermediaire I
Weak canter work: Most horses can 

do the trot work in either the Prix 

St. Georges and Intermediaire I tests. 

Because of this, the canter work sepa-

rates the men from the boys, so your 

canter should be well developed. 

Control in pirouettes: For a pirou-

ette, the horse must be active behind 

at the walk. He must also have the 

correct frame. I find too many riders 

trying to perform the walk pirouettes 

in medium walk. Here is another in-

stance when knowing the actual USEF 

Rulebook definition of the pirouette 

can be useful. In the canter pirouettes, 

few riders collect on the straight line 

before turning. Instead, they use the 

turning of the pirouette to get more 

collection and sitting. As I judge, I 

cannot reward this. A pirouette that 

jumps 1 to 2 meters sideways first 

before turning does not exhibit the 

control needed for a high score. Re-

member, judges count the strides. In a 

half-pirouette, there are three to four 

strides, while there are six to eight 

strides in a full pirouette.

Inaccuracy in canter half passes 

and zigzag: In the Prix St. Georges 

test, you must be able to get to cen-

terline before you reach X. This al-

lows you to have a stride or two 

coming straight ahead to prepare for 

the changeover. A crooked change-

over will have a negative effect on 

your score for both half passes, as a 

modifier for the first half pass and as a 

“haunches leading” in the second half 

pass. The placement of the Intermedi-

aire I zigzag is important and related 

to the length of the canter stride. 

Transitions without collection: At 

these two levels, the weakest transitions 

seem to be the ones 

that come back to a 

collected movement so 

don’t just cruise into 

them, prepare.

Corners: Refer back 

to the Training Level 

discussion of corners, 

as these are important 

at every level. 

Lack of attention 

to finishing a move-

ment: At this level, 

most riders are doing 

a good job of prepar-

ing the movements, 

but are not paying at-

tention about how to 

finish each movement. 

So, especially in the 

trot tour, be sure to 

finish each movement. 

It is also important 

to consider how one 

movement flows to 

the other. 

 
Intermediaire II 
and Grand Prix
Holes in training: 

These levels take a 

year for a new rider to 

learn and a year for 

the horse to become solid as well. So 

expect a few mistakes and problems 

in the beginning. I would caution 

you, however, that if you are receiving 

5 or below in the same movement 

for every test, then you may have 

an obvious hole in your training. If 

that is the case, you may need to go 

back and work on those skills before 

coming back into the show ring.

Lack of experience: If you have 

been able to purchase a “professor” 

horse who has been trained in the 

FEI work, you are lucky. You have 

made a huge step in the right direc-

tion for your education. However, be 

warned that just because your horse 

is trained up through the Grand Prix 

work, starting there in the show ring 

is probably not a good idea. Depend-

ing on your skills and your past riding 

experience, you should think about 

dropping down a few levels and build-

ing experience and confidence with 

your new partner. 

Rider weakness: This is the highest 

level of dressage. If you receive a 5 or 

lower on your test, you can assume the 

judge felt you were part, if not all, of 

the problem. Going back to the longe 

line can help you refocus on fixing 

yourself. Even top dressage athletes con-

tinue to work on their fitness and riding 

position throughout their careers. 

Straighten your horse before transitioning to a new pace.
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How to Identify Colic
What to do and what not to do until your 
veterinarian arrives
By Harry W. Werner, VMD

C olic is one of the most common disorders that horses experience. It is 

also one of the most feared maladies a horse owner can face. You can 

improve your horse’s chances of a good outcome by recognizing the signs 

of colic early.

Colic in horses is not a specific disease diagnosis, nor is it an indication of 

the condition’s cause or a prognosis for recovery. Colic simply means “abdomi-

nal pain.” For example, a mare in the second stage of labor may display colicky 

signs until her foal is delivered. Colic can have a variety of causes, including 

internal parasites, sudden feed changes, gastrointestinal ulcers, ingestion of 

toxic plants and displaced positioning of sections of bowel. As a horse owner, 

you should be familiar with signs of colic and promptly report your concerns 

to your veterinarian. 

While not every horse with colic presents in the same way, these are the com-

mon signs of colicky horses:

•  Loss of appetite

•  Abnormal posturing

•  Abnormal behavior (e.g., pawing, recumbency, rolling, looking at his abdomen)

Colic in horses is not a specific disease diagnosis. Colic simply means “abdominal pain.”
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•  No fecal passage or, less commonly, 

diarrhea

•  Abdominal distension

Consider your horse’s recent his-

tory and report it to your veterinar-

ian when you call:

•  Does your horse have a history of 

colic episodes?

•  Has there been a change in concen-

trate feed, quality of hay or pasture 

grass?

•  Has a de-worming medication been 

given?

•  If your horse is a mare, has she 

recently foaled?

•  If your patient is a foal, what is the 

sex and how old is the foal?

•  If your horse is a stallion, is there 

noticeable enlargement of the scro-

tal contents?

•  Does your horse receive medica-

tions daily or frequently—especially 

any NSAIDs (non-steroidal anti-

inflammatory drugs)?
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•  Are any other horses in your barn 

showing colic signs?

Assess your horse’s condition using 

a prepared checklist. The completed 

list can provide important information 

for your veterinarian and facilitate a 

faster, more accurate diagnosis. Your 

checklist might include:

1. Behavior:

•  How long has your horse been dis-

playing abnormal behavior?

•  Is he standing up or lying down? Or, 

does he frequently alternate between 

the two?  

•  Is he being quiet?

•  Is he rolling?

•  Is his behavior violent? 

2. Vital signs:

•  Temperature

•  Gum color (use the actual gum, not 

the ocular (eye) conjunctiva; if your 

horse has rolled and introduced any 

dust into the eyes, the conjunctiva 

will appear bright red which is not 

an accurate reflection of a horse‘s 

cardiovascular function)

•  Respiratory rate (count chest move-

ment by observing around the last rib)

•  Pulse (if you have an actual stetho-

scope or smartphone stethoscope)

•  State of hydration (pull a fold of 

skin on your horse’s neck and then 

release it, counting the number of 

seconds it takes for it to return to its 

normal appearance)

3. Attitude: Is your horse bright, 

alert, dull, depressed or anxious?

4. Appetite: Does your horse have 

slight, moderate, normal or no appetite? 

5. Defecation: Has your horse’s def-

ecation been slight, moderate, normal 

or not at all?

6. Urination: Has your horse’s uri-

nation been slight, moderate, normal 

or not at all? 

As soon as you record your observa-

tions, call your equine veterinarian 

with your list in hand. Based on your 

observations and the horse’s his-

tory, your veterinarian can determine 

whether a medical appointment is 

indicated or suggest steps you can take 

at the farm.

It is important to understand what 

steps you should not take if your horse 

experiences colic. Do not:

•  Delay contacting your veterinarian. 

The sooner a patient is diagnosed 

and appropriately treated, the better 

chance he will have to recover. Tim-

ing of care is especially important 

for horses whose condition must be 

corrected surgically.

•  Attempt to administer fluids (especially 

mineral oil) by mouth. Doing so can 

risk having your horse inhale fluid into 

his trachea; some horses may develop 

subsequent respiratory problems.

•  Administer prescription medica-

tions without your veterinarian’s 

guidance. Some commonly avail-

able medications may worsen your 

horse’s condition or temporarily 

mask symptoms (e.g., Banamine [flu-

nixin]) that your veterinarian needs 

to observe to accurately diagnose 

your horse’s condition;

•  Attempt to force your horse, who 

may be in pain, to remain standing 

as doing so may put you or other 

handlers at risk for serious injury.

Here are some things you can do 

while you wait for your veterinarian 

to arrive:

•  Walking can be a helpful distraction 

for your horse from his pain, prevent 

violent rolling and may also stimu-

late gut motility.

•  While flunixin (Banamine) may 

be helpful, ask your veterinarian 

before administering.

•  Definitely remove all feed and hay; 

however, do leave water for your 

horse in case he chooses to drink.

If your horse is insured against colic 

or has mortality insurance, be sure to 

discuss the policy details with your 

veterinarian. He or she can advise you 

about when it is appropriate to notify 

your insurance company. 

Finally, recognize that your 

veterinarian may choose to refer your 

horse to an equine referral hospital 

for specialized care or surgery. Your 

veterinarian can provide you with the 

hospital’s contact details and send 

the case history ahead before your 

horse arrives for treatment. If you 

do not own a horse trailer, ask your 

veterinarian for a contact who can 

provide emergency shipping.

The horse owner and veterinarian 

share a common goal when caring for 

a horse with colic: Reach an accurate 

diagnosis as quickly as possible, 

alleviate the horse’s pain and provide 

prompt care that achieves resolution 

of a difficult condition. 

Harry W. Werner, VMD, has practiced equine medicine and surgery since his 
1974 graduation from the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine. He 
was 2009 American Association of Equine Practitioners president. He is a member of the 
American Veterinary Medical Association Animal Welfare Committee, a director of the 
World Equine Veterinary Association and is the AVMA Liaison to the Unwanted Horse 
Coalition. He is an adjunct instructor in the Department of Animal Science at University of 
Massachusetts Amherst. The estate of Seth and Lucy Holcombe honored Dr. Werner with 
the Dr. Harry Werner Professorship in Equine Medicine at New Bolton Center, University 
of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine. 
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