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Dressage, often described as the highest expression of horse training, is a discipline rooted in the development of

the horse's natural athletic ability and willingness to perform. While the term literally translates from French to

"training," the modern application of dressage encompasses a rigorous system of physical conditioning and mental

refinement for both horse and rider. Based on the seminal works of authors like Jec Ballou and the regulatory

frameworks of the FEI, this article provides a technical analysis of the exercises, biomechanics, and strength-

building protocols required to excel in the dressage arena.

The Theoretical Framework: The Training Pyramid

At the heart of all dressage exercises lies the Skala der Ausbildung, or the Training Scale. This six-step 

framework serves as the blueprint for developing a horse progressively and sustainably. Understanding this scale is 

essential before attempting any of the 101 Dressage Exercises commonly used by professionals.

•  Rhythm (Takt): The regularity of the footfalls in all three gaits (walk, trot, and canter). This is the foundation of 

all movement.

•  Relaxation (Losgelassenheit): The horse must be physically and mentally free from tension, allowing the joints 

to swing and the muscles to contract and relax rhythmically.

•  Connection (Anlehnung): The steady, soft contact between the rider's hand and the horse's mouth, facilitated 

by the horse pushing from the hindquarters through the back.

•  Impulsion (Schwung): The transmission of energy from the hindquarters into the athletic movement of the 

horse.

•  Straightness (Geraderichtung): Aligning the horse's forehand with the hindquarters to ensure even weight 

distribution.

•  Collection (Versammlung): The shifting of the horse's weight toward the hindquarters, resulting in increased 

lightness of the forehand and greater carry capacity.

Technical Analysis of Jec Ballou’s 101 Dressage Exercises

The pedagogical approach in Jec Ballou’s 101 Dressage Exercises for Horse &amp; Rider focuses on breaking 

down complex movements into manageable segments. These exercises are categorized by their primary objective: 

softness, looseness, balance, and suspension.

Softness and Looseness

Softness refers to the horse's responsiveness to the rider's aids without resistance, while looseness is the physical 

manifestation of relaxation in the horse’s topline. Exercises such as the 20-meter circle and serpentinesare

fundamental in establishing these qualities. Technically, a serpentine requires the horse to change its longitudinal

bend repeatedly, which improves lateral flexibility and helps the rider refine their weight aids.

Balance and Suspension

As the horse moves into the higher levels, the focus shifts toward suspension—the moment during the trot or 

canter where all four feet are off the ground. Achieving suspension requires a high degree of core strength from the 



horse. Exercises like transitions within the gait (e.g., working trot to lengthened trot and back) teach the horse to 

engage the abdominal muscles and tuck the pelvis, which is a prerequisite for the more advanced flying changes 

and piaffe.

Comparative Analysis: Classical vs. Western Dressage

While classical dressage is the most recognized form, Western Dressagehas gained significant popularity by

applying the same principles of the Training Scale to stock horse breeds and western equipment. The table below

outlines the core technical differences and similarities between these two modalities.



Feature Classical Dressage Western Dressage

Primary Objective Maximum suspension and collection 
for high-level maneuvers.

Functional agility, softness, and 
balance for versatile work.

Tack/Equipment English saddle, snaffle or double 
bridle.

Western saddle, western bit, or bosal.

Gait Terminology Walk, Trot, Canter. Walk, Jog, Lope.

Posture Vertical headset, high poll. Natural headset, often lower than 
classical.

Foundational Principles The Training Scale (Rhythm to 
Collection).

The Training Scale (Rhythm to 
Collection).

Integration of Western Dressage Exercises

In 101 Western Dressage Exercises, the focus often incorporates maneuverability found in trail or reining, such 

as tight pivots and backing through L-patterns. These exercises are technically beneficial for classical riders as 

well, as they emphasize the horse's longitudinal balance and immediate response to the seat.

The Biomechanics of the Equestrian: Strength Building

According to FEI-supported research and the Thinking Equestrian protocols, a rider’s performance is limited by 

their own physical conditioning. Dressage is not a passive activity; it requires "independent aids," where the rider 

can move one part of their body without affecting another. This requires immense core stability and posterior 

chain strength.

Key Muscle Groups for Dressage Riders

1.  Transversus Abdominis: This deep core muscle stabilizes the spine against the horse’s movement, 

preventing the rider from being "tossed" out of the saddle.

2.  Adductor Muscles: Used for subtle leg aids and maintaining a secure seat without gripping.

3.  Erector Spinae: Crucial for maintaining the upright, elegant posture required in the dressage arena.

4.  Gluteal Medius: Helps the rider stay centered and balanced, particularly during lateral work like the leg yield 

or half-pass.

A 6-Exercise Strength Circuit for Riders

To improve leg strength and stability, riders should incorporate the following off-horse exercises into their fitness

routine:

•  Planks: For overall core endurance.

•  Side Lunges: To improve hip mobility and adductor strength.

•  Single-Leg Deadlifts: To develop balance and posterior chain engagement.

•  Bird-Dogs: To practice cross-lateral stabilization, mimicking the diagonal aids used in riding.

•  Squats with a Hold: To build endurance in the quadriceps and glutes.

•  Pelvic Tilts: To develop the subtle control needed for the "following seat."

Practical Implementation: Building Skills for First Level

Moving from the Basics (Introductory/Training Level) to First Levelrepresents a significant leap in technical



requirement. At First Level, the horse is expected to show more thrust and a greater degree of straightness and

balance.

The Technical Workflow for a Leg Yield

The leg yield is a foundational lateral movement where the horse moves forward and sideways simultaneously. The

technical execution is as follows:

1.  Preparation: Ensure the horse is active and on the bit. Establish a slight flexion away from the direction of 

travel.

2.  Initiation: The rider applies the inside leg at the girth to ask for sideways movement, while the outside leg 

remains slightly behind the girth to control the haunches.

3.  Containment: The outside rein limits the leading shoulder to prevent "popping" and ensures the horse 

remains parallel to the long wall.

4.  Completion: Drive the horse forward into a straight line to reward the lateral effort and restore momentum.

Case Studies and Troubleshooting: Common Training Faults

Even with the guidance of 101 Dressage Exercises, riders often encounter technical plateaus. Analyzing these

failure modes is critical for progression.

Issue 1: The "Behind the Vertical" Headset

This occurs when the horse’s nose is behind the vertical line, usually due to excessive hand pressure or a lack of 

forward impulsion. The solution is to return to the Rhythm and Relaxationsteps of the Training Scale, pushing the

horse forward into a softer contact and allowing the neck to stretch.

Issue 2: Lack of Lateral Flexibility

If a horse struggles with circles or serpentines, it often indicates a stiffness in the ribcage or an inability to step 

under with the inside hind leg. Technical Solution:Implement ground poles or "cavaletti" work. Stepping over

poles forces the horse to lift its legs and flex its joints, naturally breaking up muscle tension in the topline.

Issue 3: Rider Unsteadiness in the Canter

Many beginner riders struggle with the "three-beat" gait of the canter. Technical Solution: Focus on the iliopsoas 

muscle. If the rider’s hips are tight, they will bounce. Exercises such as hip flexor stretches and lunging without

stirrups are the standard corrections used by members of the U.S. Olympic team to develop a "deep" seat.

The Mathematical Precision of the Dressage Arena

The standard dressage arena measures 20m x 60m (Large) or 20m x 40m (Small). Precision in riding these 

dimensions is a metric of the rider's control. For instance, a 10-meter circle performed at the letter 'E' must touch 

the centerline exactly, requiring a calculated radius of 5 meters from the start point. Failure to hit these geometric 

markers indicates a lack of straightness or balance, which the 101 exercises are designed to correct through

repetitive, structured practice.

Technical dressage success is a symbiotic relationship between a conditioned athlete (the rider) and a supple,

responsive horse. By utilizing a structured exercise program—such as the one outlined by Jec Ballou—and

supplementing it with rider-specific fitness, equestrians can progress through the levels with clarity and purpose.

The journey from the basics to the precision of First Level and beyond requires patience, but with a firm grasp of

biomechanics and the Training Scale, the goal of a balanced, harmonious partnership is achievable for any rider,

regardless of their starting discipline.



As the equestrian world moves toward 2026 and beyond, the integration of data-driven fitness and classical

methodology will continue to refine how we train. Whether pursuing Western Dressage or the Olympic path, the

core mechanics remains the same: a healthy, strong horse and an athletically capable rider working in total unison.
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