
TEACHING THE DRESSAGE
 Training Scale to Teenagers

 The principles of the dressage
training scale not only teach
horsemanship skills but can be
a foundation for a teenager to
practice connection, agency,
self-advocacy and empathy.
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T he joy of teaching adaptive
riding is found in in the team
coming together to meet

participants at their current level
of experience and ability, using
the instructor toolbox to help them
reach their goals. That often means
using skills from a wide variety of
disciplines and then blending these
skills to meet the specific needs of 
each participant. For example, this 
may involve combining an English
seat with a neck rein to accommodate
limited function in the left hand. Or
it could mean teaching basic dressage
in a Western saddle for a participant
who needs extra support. The art
of teaching adaptive riding centers
on delivering content through a
scaffolded, sequential approach that 
remains engaging and adaptable.

SEQUENTIAL, STRUCTURED
LESSONS

Teaching the dressage training
scale to participants offers a clear, 
structured approach to setting
learning goals. It invites them to
reflect on how rhythm is expressed 
through the horse and how their
aids influence the quality of the gait. 
While all participants can benefit 
from this training, it is especially
useful for teenagers as they navigate
the challenges of transitioning
from childhood to adulthood.
Dressage techniques can enhance
both the horse's movement and the
participants’ learning experience
while also improving their focus,
attention span and organizational
skills. This creates a mutually
beneficial relationship where both 

THE DRESSAGE TRAINING SCALE
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the horse and rider become happier,
healthier and more confident.  

This approach also benefits the 
instructor as written, skill-focused
goals and objectives become more
organized when aligned with the six
dressage training scale principles:
rhythm, relaxation, connection,
impulsion, straightness and collection.
This structured approach ensures
that each lesson offers a measurable 
outcome with a clear scope and
sequence from week to week. It gives
teens the opportunity to assess their
equine partner before moving on to
the next exercise. This reinforces
independence and decision-making
by encouraging them to choose which
schooling figure might best help them 
and their horse progress.

 DEVELOPING SELF-RELIANCE
One young rider at the Maryland

Therapeutic Riding Center, Inc,
a PATH Intl. Premier Accredited
Center in Crownsville, MD, is
passionate about horses, but she is
easily distracted, often forgetting
previously learned skills or letting
anxiety prevent her from moving
forward. Beginning each lesson with
rhythm helps her self-regulate.

During the first couple of "chat 
laps," she has the opportunity to 
check in and share stories from her
week. She is invited to assess whether
her horse, Mr. Fluffy, maintains a 
consistent tempo or if he needs more
support through a half-halt or leg or
seat aid. Then she can choose the
next best schooling figure on her 

own to help Mr. Fluffy maintain 
rhythm while also improving his
relaxation—or, as she calls it, his
"super suppleness." 

 TOP LEFT: Dressage schooling
shows offer teenagers a chance
to compete and assess their
progress. TOP RIGHT: Dressage
invites teenagers to reflect on how
rhythm is expressed through the
horse and how their aids influence
the quality of the gait. BOTTOM:
A teenager can take ownership
of their progress by assessing
their horse’s rhythm, relaxation
and connection and choosing an
appropriate dressage figure to
advance their skills.
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By evaluating rhythm, relaxation
and connection, she learns to
determine independently what her
horse needs to be successful. By
choosing an appropriate figure 
from the elements of a dressage
introductory test and relying on
the intentional structure dressage
provides, she is taking ownership
of not only her skill progression
but also how her riding impacts her
equine partner.

LIFELONG LESSONS
Effective teaching involves 

understanding cognitive, social
and emotional developments and
tailoring instruction to meet each
individual's needs. It’s not just about
what instructors teach, but also how
instructors teach. Participants find 
immense value in learning a new
skill in this structured, detailed way
and effectively communicating with 
their horse, which encourages their
equine partner to move with greater
fluidity and connection. For many 
participants with disabilities, their
days are often highly scheduled
and filled with prompts, especially 
for school-aged teenagers who may
attend multiple therapy sessions
each week. However, a noticeable

shift occurs in the arena. A teen’s
behavior, concentration and
abilities improve as they focus on
communicating with their horse,
knowing they will be received
without judgment.

The principles of the dressage
training scale extend far beyond
learning the correct use of the
inside rein or the half-halt—they
are a foundation for connection,
agency, self-advocacy and empathy.
Learning dressage in the adaptive
riding arena creates a meaningful
pathway for imparting lifelong
lessons. This benefits almost 
every participant but is especially
helpful for teenagers who seek
both greater autonomy and deeper
relationships. Being able to
effectively communicate with their 
horse and have them respond teaches
teens that their actions have meaning
and the power to create positive
change. They develop self-assurance
that extends beyond the arena,
shaping the way they engage with
the world around them. They begin
to understand that their actions can
influence those with whom they 
interact. Through their connection
with the horse and the principles of
dressage, teenagers feel empowered

and more confident in their abilities 
and their capacity to communicate.

Linsey Erar is the program manager at
Maryland Therapeutic Riding, Inc., a
PATH Intl. Premier Accredited Center
in Crownsville, MD. She is a PATH Intl.
Advanced Instructor and an Eagala
Equine Specialist, aspiring to achieve her
Master Level Instructor certification. 
Growing up riding on her grandpa’s farm
in Northwest Florida, she developed
a deep love for horses. After college,
she discovered therapeutic riding and
became a PATH Intl. CTRI in 2009. She
has also competed in western pleasure,
dressage and jumping. She has instructed
at centers in Florida, Hawaii and
Maryland and is dedicated to growing as
an instructor and leader in the industry.
While she grew up riding Western
pleasure and tried her hand in the hunter
ring, her teaching style truly improved
when she deepened her understanding of
dressage theories. She can be reached at
linsey@mtrinc.org.

 Teaching the dressage training
scale to participants offers a
clear, structured approach to
setting learning goals.

Learning
dressage in the

adaptive riding arena
creates a meaningful

pathway for imparting
 lifelong lessons.


