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Teach Your
Children
Well
Our columnist insists
young riders don’t
need fancy horses
or unlimited funds
to learn how to ride
and train—but they
do need trainers who
won’t give up on
them.
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s the U.S. Equestrian
Federation’s national dressage youth coach, I hear a
lot of commentary about
the state of the sport from people of all
different regions and financial backgrounds. I hear ideas from the high
performance end of things all the way
to the grassroots level. I hear from
the judges, the riders, the parents, the
trainers and everyone at USEF about
what works well, what doesn’t, what we
need more of, and what people would
like to see or hear less of.
Over the last few weeks I’ve repeatedly heard people comparing youth
riders in the United States to those in
Europe. I’ve heard that we need more
kids doing the Under 25 Grand Prix,
and I can’t disagree with that. We need
a continual stream of fresh faces moving
and shaking their way into the Grand
Prix ranks. We need riders who, under
25 years of age, are already starting to
feel and see what it takes to make it in
the Grand Prix arena and who have the
skills to be able to compete at that level.
Those Under 25 Grand Prix classes need
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Jeremy Steinberg believes it’s possible to teach a rider to have a classic seat and be a
“thinking” rider on any kind of horse.

to be teeming with riders who we think
are going to be rising stars of the sport
over the next few years.
Who wouldn’t like to see a herd of
Under 25 riders from the United States
flooding the likes of Aachen and giving
the Europeans a run for their money?
That would be a great day for American
dressage.
That being said, whose responsibility
is it to bring the kids and horses to that

level? And why don’t we have them
there now? Do we blame it on the kids—
that they don’t ride well enough? Do we
blame it on the horses—that we don’t
have mounts that are good enough? Do
we blame it on the trainers for not being
able to bring the kids to that level?
Unfortunately, the answer is not
simple. I get frustrated hearing that the
kids just need better horses, and
we need to throw more money
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at them to be able to compete at that
level. Yes, it’s a rich man’s sport, and
to be able to compete at a certain level,
you have to be able to play at that level
financially. We all know this. But the
solution cannot just be that the kids
need better horses, as it’s not feasible
for everyone.
Most U.S. youth riders cannot afford
to compete and work at those levels.
They don’t have the funds to be able
to buy the horses, pay for the training,
shows, travel and a myriad of other
things required at that level. It upsets
me when parents or kids come up to
me and say things like “a big name
trainer told me my horse wasn’t good
enough” without that trainer taking
into consideration the financial limitations of that family. I think we do
more harm than good telling kids their
horses are not good enough to take
them to the levels to which they aspire.
Think about it this way: If someone
repeatedly told you were not good
enough to ever get promoted in your job,
how long would you keep working hard
and trying to improve? You wouldn’t. If
our kids keep hearing they need better
horses, they will never fight to become
above average in their own riding.
They will believe the reason they don’t
succeed is based on the quality of their
horse and not based on the quality of
their riding.
This is going to create two different
scenarios. One would be the youth rider
who never works outside of his comfort
zone, seeks out better help, learns to
fight tooth and nail for every point in
the show ring, or learns to think outside
the box when it comes to horse training.
This will produce a very average rider
with no confidence, one who never tried
to go anywhere because he was told his
horse wasn’t good enough.
The second scenario would be a rider
who always blames the horse for his
inability to win or score well and will
continue to ride at the level he does,
not seeking better help, not taking any
responsibility and with no self improvement in hopes that maybe through
sponsorship, one day he will have a
better horse and be winning. These are
the kids who think that sponsorship
will solve their problems and get them
on a medal podium.

Develop The Talent

Winning starts in your mind. It has
nothing to do with what kind of horse
you ride. I see $1,000 horses that look like
a million bucks because of the pride a
rider takes in the ownership and training
they do. It’s true: No training in the world
is going to take a very poor moving, very
temperamentally difficult horse and
produce a medal-winning team horse,
but I also know that good training, good
riding, good horsemanship, thinking and
managing your horse well can produce
a very well-trained, above average horse
from very little horse flesh.
This kind of mindset and day-to-day
work ethic can also produce an amazing
rider. It can produce a rider who thinks,
a rider who sits well, and a rider who
has the skills needed to later compete
at those higher levels. We need to be
teaching our youth riders to become
classically sitting riders who are
“thinking” riders, and that is possible on
any level, quality or type of horse.
The average youth rider in the
country does not have resources to be
buying expensive horses. On average,
they do not have the ability to have a
second or third horse in their string.
Not all parents can spend the family
savings on a horse purchase, and
even if they would, we should not be
encouraging that, as it’s not responsible
or self-sustaining.
In my travels, I talk to the youth
riders, their parents, their trainers
and their support teams. They hear
that their horses are not good enough
and are discouraged. They know they
don’t have enough money to be on the
show circuit for the season and are
discouraged, as well.
I’m the first one, much to the chagrin
of the USEF staff, to tell the youth that
not everyone is a winner. There can be
only one winner on any given day in any
given class. There are far more “losers”
of a class than winners, and that’s
something we riders have to own and
understand. It’s OK not to win. It is not
OK, however, to ride poorly.
Winning doesn’t always mean the
best rider; it means the best ride of that
day, in that class. I was raised on the
belief that good riding is good riding.
Regardless of the horse you’re on, a good
seat will always stand out.

Instead of blaming our kids for
not having better horses, why don’t
we continue to teach them to ride
better? Are we giving up on them if
they’re not winning or they don’t have
a top horse, or are we taking it as a
challenge to teach them to ride? Are we
showcasing the riders with good seats
and good horsemanship, or are we only
showcasing the winners or the wealthy?
I continue to see and be impressed
by the drive our youth riders have. I see
kids who work hard, come from little,
don’t have team-quality horses, but
show up at the barn every day, early in
the morning or late after school, to ride
and work hard. Most of these kids are
excelling at school, as well. Most know
a good rider is educated, well rounded
and smart, and if they don’t, they hear
it from me. I see kids with good brains,
physical talent and the drive to make
them champions. I see raw talent—lots
of it. By that I am always encouraged.

Winning
starts in your
mind. It has
nothing to
do with what
kind of horse
you ride.”
What’s discouraging is time and time
again, that raw talent stays raw. It doesn’t
get developed. When we do see these kids
at shows, the upper echelons of the sport
are quick to say they aren’t good enough
or their horses aren’t good enough, and
we let them slip through the cracks to
undeveloped averageness. This is not the
kids’ nor the horses’ faults. This fault is
ours. It’s time to stop blaming poor riding
on horses or kids and take responsibility
for their education.
If you’re a dressage trainer or teacher,
how many days a week do you work
with your riders without stirrups? How
often do you sit and watch videos of
rides with your students and discuss

dressage principles and theory?
We complain that the kids don’t
have great seats when we see them in
competition, but are we actually training
them to have better seats when we’re
at home? Are we saying they can’t sit
or ride well because their horses aren’t
giving them the right feeling, so we
ignore the quality of their riding? How
many of us are trying to produce the
next Helen Langehanenberg? I hear
the complaints that the kids don’t have
enough basics, but are we giving them
those skills and theory? Are we teaching
them to think? Are we producing the
next Kyra Kyrklund?

Love The One You’re With

Yes, if we could put all the youth riders
in the country who show talent for
dressage on well-schooled horses so that
they could really learn the right feeling,
they’d learn it faster. I understand that if
we gave them higher quality and better
trained horses they would score higher
and compete with an edge.
Unfortunately, I also know that the
likelihood of a trainer having enough
well-schooled horses in his barn to let
the youth riders ride them regularly
is not the same as with Europe. The
sheer volume of horses in Europe that
are trainable to Grand Prix is so much
higher than in the United States. With
that volume comes surplus, meaning
the Europeans can sell them, ride them,
trade them, and let the lesser quality
ones work as school horses for the kids
and amateurs. In the United States we
do not have that volume or surplus.
Horses in Europe are big business—whether it’s riding or training or
breeding—and most all, they are family
businesses. Think about how youth
riders who are raised in the industry,
live in the industry and have parents
in the industry will turn out relative to
those who don’t.
I read a study a few weeks back about
kids who are raised with professional
parents, where both parents work
in the same field. It was something
like 87 percent of kids raised in
those environments go on to be top
professionals, surpassing their parents’
level in the same field or relative field.
Those kids have an advantage.
In the U.S., we don’t have family roots

in breeding or training that go back
100 years or more to dressage or sport
horses. In Europe, a huge percentage of
those Under 25 Grand Prix riders have
long-established roots in the industry,
parents who are also trainers, dealers or
breeders. So their success at that level is
almost destined—a distinct advantage.
Comparing our system to theirs is
something that, in the end, is not fair to
our kids.
That said, we do need to keep
holding our kids to the standard of
riding at that level. Our kids should be
able to ride as well as the Europeans
because we educate them to that even if
they cannot score as well because they
lack in horse quality.
It’s our job to train the kids. We
cannot wait for them to have better
horses; we have to train them to ride
what they have. If we do so, we train
them to become horse trainers. If they
can train the difficult ones, they can
train the talented ones. Training an
even-tempered, nice moving, supple,
talented young horse to Grand Prix is
easy relative to training its opposite.
When the kids have the skill set to
train what they have, we are training
them for the future. We are giving them
the skills they need to succeed when the
better horses come along for them. So
what if their horse will never get a 9 on
an extended trot? I know for a fact we
can still teach them to sit classically, ride
well and be good horse(wo)men.
If a youth rider with a lesser quality
horse comes along, take it as a challenge
to teach him to ride well. Teach him to sit
well. Take away his stirrups and create a
good rider.
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