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Positional Ground Progressions in the Circle
In an article last year I covered Bending and Releasing the Pole, as the key to Courage. The jest of this 

article was to use the horse’s natural relaxation reflexes to help the horse gain lateral flexion, move into a 
state of a relaxed top line and enable him to begin proper vertical flexion. This exercise naturally leads into 
the preparation for collected movements. 

When the horse has a relaxed top line and can assume this state on cue (for example, using a head 
down cue or relaxing his top line when traveling in a smaller circle) we can look at building collection into 
the horse’s movement by setting it up for positive development. 

First we have to realize that the horse’s body has muscle movements or contractions 
on three different levels:
- the autonomic system, which a horse has no real control over (body functions)
- the positional system, which enables the horse to be in a balanced posture and
- the muscles of the athletic system, which are used in any athletic activity.

The autonomic system is not something we have any real control over so we will focus on the positional 
system, which is the most often neglected or incorrectly developed system. It is easy to get excited 
about the athletic abilities and muscular fitness of the horse. However, increasing strength in the 
large muscles of the athletic system without proper position or posture may reduce the quality of perform-
ance or can make the horse contracted and stiff. This often leads to issues that require specialists to correct 
such as trainers, veterinarians, massage therapists, chiropractors and sometimes, confused saddle fitters. 

You can prevent these issues! Once our horse understands how to travel with a relaxed top line you 
can ask the horse to prepare to collect. You can do this in-hand with the use of halter, cavesson or snaffle 
bit. If you drive the horse forward walking just beside the shoulder, you can elevate the horse’s head. Do this 
progressively, raising it higher every time. When you reach nearly as high as the horse can go comfortably, 
with a slight inward tilt you can then ask the horse to quarter by disengaging the rear, stepping under as the hindquarters move away. While 
doing this, ask the horse to step forward and sideways. The horse will reach under more, further flexing the hocks and increasing the length of 
the stride of the hind legs. The key is to do this relaxed and at the walk. With practice the horse will loosen at the loin and hip, causing a more 

Training For Courage

Ljibbe warm-up on circle, relaxed on 
bend, head below withers

Ljibbe elevated at stand preparing for 
quartering



engaged walk (a longer more powerful stride) moving forward right after the lateral movement of the hind 
legs. 

To use these movements in an exercise try driving your horse in a smaller circle, allow-
ing him to relax. Then raise his head by hanging on to the inside ring of the snaffle bit using slight pressure 
to cause his head to tilt slightly to the inside. This should cause the hindquarters to disengage, pushing the 
legs outward from the circle. Then ask the horse to cross over with clucking or with a small tap of a dressage 
whip on the hind, asking the horse to step longer and across. As the horse does this allow his head to come 
down and step out allowing the horse to catch-up to you usually with a bigger engaged stride. This exercise 
can be repeated quite frequently but should have many short breaks when first learning and then more 
constant repetition as the horse starts to understand. When the horse understands the exercise and extends 
effort without any anxiousness, ask him to step forward out of the quartering with his head still elevated.

This exercise helps the horse assume correct posture, raising the base of the neck, and light-
ening the forehand while rounding his back while driving his legs underneath. This is all positional. When 
we ask the horse to step forward we are developing the power muscles once the proper posture has been 
established. There are many lateral movements that can be attained from this position, turn on fore, hind, 
shoulder-in, half-pass, pirouette, renvers, travers and all at a walk. 

My last article, Thinking Outside the Box, also ties in as it also helps develop the positional system by 
shortening the base of support using the core muscles to posture, then using the large powerful muscles 
to engage the hindquarters into whatever athletic movement we choose. This Classical Dressage approach 
works with all horses in all disciplines. Once the horse understands this proper posture, you can 
ask for vertical flexion without altering the posture, power and more importantly, the physi-
cal well being of the horse.

Paul Dufresne has an education background and has been training horses for over 20 years. His clinics and training are 
a blend of Natural Horsemanship/Classical-Circensic Dressage/Spanish Reining. His focus is on developing self-sufficient 
leadership that allows the horse to be a good follower, fostering confidence to perform creative movements or acts with 
Courage in his Training for Courage Clinics. See his ad below and his listing under Stallions/Breeders.
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Teaching in the Way of the Horse: Training For Courage, Part 2
by Paul Dufresne

In the last Training for Courage article, I discussed how to survive basic courage-building exercises. For many, now would be a
good time to move to the more proactive and effective ways of developing the emotional fortitude in a horse. Advance and
retreat coupled with strong, confident leadership will have a very positive effect on the horse's acceptance of what might have
been very worrisome situations. With many horses this is not enough to make things safe, so how can you take training for
courage further ?

To be more successful at this we have to start understanding herd dynamics and use them to our advantage. In a herd there is
always a lead horse, and others follow in a hierarchy. It is natural for horses to challenge for the lead, especially if success
might obtain a higher degree of comfort for them.

We need to have already done the work to make sure our
horse understands yielding to our various pressures and will
go, with respect and compliance, in any direction we so
choose. Once a horse does this, we can take the next step by
putting ourselves in front of the horse, between him and any
scary situation we want him to accept. As previously
discussed, this is a must for survival with the natural
emotional instability and explosiveness of the horse in
testing uncomfortable or new situations. By being in front of
the horse, lets say approaching whatever scary obstacle
we've selected, we calmly approach it without staring at our
horse. We are the lead horse; if we act like there is nothing
to be worried about, they will tend to consider trying to be
braver themselves.



If we couple this with a bit of the advance-retreat method from the previous Training for Courage article, we can develop the
courage in the horse much more quickly. If a horse is truly terrified but it tries to go with us, we can give it a very small treat,
tell it "good!" and walk away.

Here is where things get interesting, and some horses who would take forever to gain some courage go into a real accelerated
acceptance program...

I would become the fearless leader with my pony in tow. Now, instead of just approaching the frightful object on a long lead, I
would move toward--let’s say in this instance a bag of tin cans--and kick it out in front of me. I would keep kicking it forward,
away from the horse, in a totally relaxed manner. The body language of the leader is critical, as it cannot lie. The horse will see
right through it if your relaxation isn't genuine. It is not hard to be courageous in this situation because if the object is in front
of you, the horse will not charge over you to get to it. It may want to retreat, but you can move side-to-side, always
approaching the bag of tin cans.

Now, as you near the bag, the horse will have that head-up "oh-oh" look. When you kick it away, the horse’s head will go into
flight mode; then, as the bag careens away from you, the horse will stand there looking a bit bewildered at times, realizing the
bag has been moved away from him. By repeating this multiple times, soon the chicken on the string often comes and hides
right behind you, thinking you're pretty cool and much braver than he is.

If we use this type of approach with most objects that we can move away, the same positive attitude in the horse will start to
develop in our lead. Horses will not generalize their courage to include different obstacles--this is why I am not fond of the
desensitization or the "get used to it" approaches. What the horses can take with them is their brave leader who says, "Nothing
will hurt you when you are following me." So don’t let them down, or they will lose trust in you.

What also happens in this process is that many horses will
actually want to come and investigate after the leader has
beaten up the scary thing, especially if we bend over in a
small, relaxed position, investigating it ourselves. Again,
here I would not recommend letting the horse touch the
object—I would build up the desire to touch it much higher
first. The higher I build the horse’s desire to investigate for
himself, the less likely he will fear it when he does come in
contact.

At clinics or in small groups you can progress with this even
further. Let’s say we had a big herd of twenty horses and
twenty leaders all in the same training setting. Now the
bravest leader and follower would approach a specific
obstacle and move it away from them.

This is where we double and triple and so on by having the next bravest leader and follower take over with other pairs
following behind this beating of the obstacle away from the herd. Think about it. If a horse starts to think, "Wow, I can follow
my owner-leader to the scariest place and he is never scared and doesn’t let these things hurt me…" then they start to see all of
these other human leaders doing the same thing, there is a very calming effect because the courage rubs off on everyone. When
done correctly, it could be very hard to find a chicken on a string in the whole herd.

This establishes us as a braver individual than the horse. How many of you readers wouldn’t follow someone if you really
didn’t have a better choice than to do so, and they never got you hurt and stayed calm no matter how ugly it first looked?
Again, this attitude toward your lead can be taken to all new and scary situations, cutting the time to accept things in half or
more. I have seen a multitude of owners gain confidence in their lead when they realize they can do it safely and control their
own body language to feel calm. If you are not sitting on a keg of dynamite, you usually feel better about things. If you are
anxious, you will send mixed messages and the horse will know you are worried. Relaxed shoulders, posture, and breathing are
good, while looking downward nonchalantly will get you big dividends.



Lastly, the most effective way of all to have a horse be
courageous is to set up the horse to release its topline and
release at the poll. The tightness or locking at the poll is
directly connected to the flight emotions and to the feel-
good reflex of the horse. A horse with a tight poll locks up
with the head ready for flight. It's hard to stop a horse in this
state. On the other hand, if we set up the horse to release the
poll under our control, and then make it a taught cue, we can
cause the horse to dangle loosely when we ask (see the
article, “Bending and Releasing the Poll”). In the dangle
position it is extremely difficult to get a horse scared. This is
similar to a natural reflex in humans. Think of something
that made you very sad or upset, then have a friend tell you
a really funny joke or just smile--see if you can hang on to
that bad feeling.

This is why it is so important to keep smiling. If we are feeling good, we don’t have time to feel bad. With horses, if we have
the feel good on a cue and can travel on a horse with a released and relaxed poll, where the head dangles on a plumb, and
approach any and all situations like nothing bad will ever happen, the horse will buy it willingly. Ask your horse to be brave
because you have shown him there is no reason to feel otherwise, and remember to enjoy the educational journey!
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