Training and Exercise for Horses

Starting Your Horse’s Training Journey

So, you're ready to dive into training your horse! Before you get started, it's super
helpful to grasp how horses learn and what they need to stay healthy and happy. Let’s
explore the essentials together.

Why Training Matters

Training isn't just about teaching your horse commands; it's a fantastic way to
enhance communication and strengthen your bond. Plus, it makes everyday situations
safer for both of you. Imagine your horse standing calmly while you groom them or
waiting patiently during vet visits. That's the goal!

Training also prepares your horse for new experiences that might seem daunting, like
loading into a trailer for the first time. When your horse trusts you, breaking down
these intimidating moments into manageable steps becomes so much easier, turning
potential stress into a positive experience.

What Your Horse Needs Before Training

Before you jump into training, ensure your horse is both happy and healthy. Horses
thrive when their needs are met, much like they would in the wild. Here’s what you
should keep in mind:

. A Nutritious Diet: Provide a balanced diet suited to their needs.

. Plenty of Turnout: Let them roam and stretch their legs as much as
possible.



. Socialisation: Horses are social creatures; they need time with their
pals.

. Regular Exercise: Keep them moving and active.

. Enrichment: Introduce different activities, like grazing systems, to
keep their minds engaged.

When these basics are covered, your horse is more likely to engage positively in
training. If they’re stressed or their needs aren’t met, they might associate training
with negativity.

For instance, if your horse feels anxious being away from their buddies, try training
them in pairs or close to their friends. By setting the stage for a comfortable
environment, you’ll pave the way for successful training sessions.

How Do Horses Learn?

Operant Conditioning

Horses learn through a process called operant conditioning, which is all about trial and
error. They figure out that their actions lead to outcomes—if something feels good,
they’re likely to do it again!

There are four types of operant conditioning, but at Blue Cross, we focus on the ones
that truly help:

1. Positive Reinforcement: This is where you give your horse
something they love right after they display a desired behaviour. For example, if
your horse stands patiently at the mounting block, reward them with a gentle



scratch on their withers or a tasty treat. This makes them more likely to repeat
that behaviour in the future.

2. Negative Reinforcement: Here, you remove something unpleasant
to encourage a behaviour. Say you’'re leading your horse and apply slight pressure
to the lead rope to get them to stop. When they do, release the pressure. This
teaches them that responding to your cues leads to a comfortable outcome.

Just remember, timing is everything! Make sure to release the pressure at the right
moment so your horse clearly understands what you’re rewarding.

Classical Conditioning

Horses can also learn through classical conditioning, where they connect one event
with another. For instance, if your horse notices you picking up their feed bowl, they
might start getting excited because they associate that action with meal time.

Using clicker training is a great way to harness this! A simple “click” or “yes” when
they perform a desired action reinforces that behaviour, making training both fun and
effective.

Training Your Horse: A Step-by-Step Guide

1. Set Your Goals: Before you begin, think about what you want to
achieve. Having a clear goal helps you break down training into manageable steps
over several sessions, making it easier for your horse to understand what you're
asking.

2. Practice Little and Often: Keep training sessions short—around 10
minutes—so your horse doesn’t lose focus or get frustrated. Frequent, brief
sessions spread over days or weeks can be more effective than longer, infrequent
ones. Always pay attention to their body language; if they seem stressed or try to
move away, it’s a sign to wrap up for the day.



3. Be Clear with Timing: When you reward your horse, make sure you
do it within three seconds of them showing the desired behavior. Whether you're
using positive or negative reinforcement, this immediate feedback is crucial. For
example, if they respond to leg pressure while riding, remove the pressure right
away!

4, Don’t Hesitate to Go Back a Step: If your horse seems confused,
don’t hesitate to simplify things and revisit a previous step. Repeat until they feel
comfortable with what you're asking. Regularly going back to refresh their memory
is a great way to ensure they stay sharp.

With these tips, you're on your way to creating a rewarding training experience for
both you and your horse. Happy training!



