Advancing Your TTechniques:
  Taking your TTouch skills and expanding them with safe, easy to use exercises to improve your horse’s performance under saddle.

#1 Improving Lateral Flexibility with Dingo:  

   A corner stone at any TTouch horse workshop, the Dingo leading position is an invaluable tool for teaching horses a clear signal to go forward that encourages the movement to start from behind and begin to shift weight front to back in a quiet and balanced way.  

  Over the years the Dingo has been a key skill to teach young horses in preparation for a life under saddle, horses with trailer loading difficulty, and as a way to help improve overall responsiveness and timing.  In addition to its use as a signal to go forward, the Dingo is a great tool to use when introducing your horse to basic lateral work such as; turn on the forehand; turn on the haunches; and leg yields.  By introducing the classical exercises on the ground, your horse will better able to understand and execute the same movements under saddle, without bracing, over-bending, or resistance to the rider.

  The first step to teaching your horse basic lateral work from the Dingo position is to master the details of the leading position, including the finite details that allow the handler to be more subtle and light in their signals.  You may want to re-visit the step-by-step description of the Dingo in “The Ultimate Horse Behaviour Book” to be sure you have not forgotten any of the finer details.  

   For turn on the forehand; turn on the haunches; and leg yield, your basic position will not change, however the position of the wand and your rotation through your body will.  A soft lead attached over the nose, and a horse length wand, are advisable for this exercise.  As with all of the TTouch groundwork, always be aware of your horse’s posture and tension in the body, it is counter-productive to instill and repeat ground exercises that promote a posture that is unwanted under saddle, so try and encourage a release of the poll, neck, and back in whatever you do on the ground.  
Step 1:   The handler has the line in one hand in the two-fold position of Dingo, being sure to have the hand right up to the halter, thinking lightness in the hand, as opposed to any down ward pressure.  At this point you are facing the horse’s hind end and are approximately a forearm’s leg from the horse’s head.  If you are on the left side of the horses your left arm will be holding the line, while you right will be holding the wand with the button end against your pinky finger.  
Step 2:  Make sure that you are feeling released through your lower back, and are not arched or slumped, feeling tall and grounded, without holding tension.  Tension we hold in our own bodies very clearly transfers to the horses while we are doing any groundwork.  Tension and bracing will make your signals feel heavier and less clear.  Finding the feeling of expansion between your sternum and sacrum, without lifting your sternum can sometimes help people find the feeling of “neutral”.

 Step 3:  Decide which foot you would like your horse to move.  Be sure that your horse is standing in a way that is as balanced as possible, preferably squarely, with a leg at each corner.  Reminding horses to stand squarely when you are working with them can help to re-teach the posture you would like.  I usually ask horses to back one step at a time to put them into a more balanced position, backing a maximum of 3 steps.  If you have a particularly unbalanced horse you may consider using a body wrap for this exercise.  
Turn on the Forehand:

Step 4:  If you have assessed that your horse will have the easiest time moving a hind foot, you will start with asking for a turn on the forehand.  Contain the front end by steadying the line gently as you stroke the hind leg with the wand.

Step 5:  Using a rotation (a Connected Riding term) through your body, gently allow the head to come a couple of degrees towards you as you tap, tap the leg you would like to move, and wait.  Give the horse a chance to respond to the signal before you ask again.  Remember that it takes the nervous system time to respond, if you wait you will have a lighter, more responsive horse in the long run.   
   Initially I am happy for any movement of the leg I have tapped, regardless if it has crossed over the other hind or not.  Some horses are extremely tight through the hind end and physically have a hard time with this.  If this is the case I will alternate leg exercises and tail work in between asking for the leg.

Step 6: Watch as your horse starts to move its hind leg, as the movement starts take your wand across the back and touch the opposite hip so only one step is taken.

  You will also want to be aware that you are not over-bending the horse’s neck too much towards you.  Try and keep the head just a few degrees bent, getting straighter as the horse is more comfortable with the exercise.

  If your horse has to take a step forward do not worry too much.  Some horses are not balanced enough to do this without stepping forward initially.  Just use your wand to halt with a bouncing tap on the chest as you signal up on the halter; rebalance the horse to be square; and try again.  It is most important that the horse learns what the signal means and starts to move the leg that you have asked. 

Step 7:  Be sure to ask for only one step at a time.  Ideally this exercise should be slow and methodical, not a horse pivoting around from the signal on the leg.  The ideal is to improve mobility and awareness through the hind legs and the sacrum, preparing the horse to be ready to activate the hind end under saddle.  I do not ask for many steps at first, and start with one or two, slowly building as the horse understands more clearly what is being asked.  
  It is imperative that you are aware of your horse’s posture during this exercise.  If you accidentally give a downward signal, tap too hard, ask too quickly, or are tense in the body, it is likely that the head will go up and the back with drop.  Aim for relaxation and softness and build on the quickness of response, instead of vice versa.  If one leg seems “stuck” I will simply change legs or exercises and come back to it in afterwards.  

Turn on the Haunches:

Step 4:  For most horses this is a more difficult exercise than turn on the forehand.  Begin by containing the front end by steadying the line gently as you stroke the front leg with the wand.

Step 5: While thinking about an “up” and “over” with your feet through your body and hand on the line, simultaneously tap the shoulder of the front leg you would like to move; pausing to give the horse a chance to respond.  Using a bouncing, active tap is usually more effective than a “stingier” hard tap.   Look for the leg nearest to you to cross over the other leg.  Be sure to allow the head and neck to move as the leg does.
  Like with Turn on the Forehand, look for posture, and the response to your signal, not that your horse has done it perfectly.  Many horses are very tight in the shoulders and have a hard time with this.  Once your horse begins to move its leg across be ready to steady and stop the motion with an “up” from the halter.
Step 6:  Look for a step at a time, only doing one or two steps consecutively initially.  Leg exercises, shoulder release, and Connected Groundwork wither rock can really help horses who are “stuck” with this.  Be aware that you are not bending the neck too much away from your body, this does not teach your horse how to use them self correctly, and will just result in more crookedness under saddle.
Leg Yield:
 Step 4:  Unlike the previous two exercises, you are going to allow your horse to come forward.  Continue to think about some sense of containment through the horse’s front end, which should come from your body, rather than originating in your arm or hand, but allow a slow, straight, walk.  As you think about this you are going to stroke the horse’s side with the wand.

Step 5:  Tap the barrel of your horse as you imagine your body shifting its weight “up” and “sideways” you may allow your horse to take a step or two forwards, as they cross the front and hind legs over.  
  Like with the other exercises try to execute this one slowly, preferably a step at a time, so the horse is very present and aware of how it is organizing itself while it is doing it.  Many current methods of teaching lateral work sends horses sideways quickly and mindlessly, often turning the action into a default when scared or pressured, which is not desirable.  Be away that repetitive, fast lateral work can be detrimental to a horse’s hocks, pelvis, and stifle, especially in younger horses.  

  All three of these exercises help to increase a horse’s suppleness and flexibility, without over-bending or straining them physically.  If you teach these basic tenets of lateral work to your horse on the ground, it will better prepare them for work under saddle and give them a better ability to activate their hind legs, soften their rib cage, and be able to more efficiently carry the weight of the rider without extra stress or bracing.  Incorporating a TTouch approach to these classical exercises makes the learning curve less stressful mentally and physically for your and your horse.
