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Dedication







I would like to dedicate this book to Liz Pickard, my mentor from an early age and the most wonderful teacher. I count myself incredibly lucky to have been one of hundreds of young riders taught by her in my childhood. She instilled such confidence and enthusiasm in her pupils, and her lessons were always tremendous fun. She has been a great source of inspiration to me in many ways.






















FOREWORD by Lucinda Green, MBE





This book is a MUST for anyone wanting their children to grow into riders that are good enough to enjoy and succeed in any area of riding they might choose.


As my experience lies in teaching grown-ups, I rather wondered if I was the right person to write a foreword to this book. As I read it, repeatedly I found reference to the logic that has developed my own teaching. The need for everything to be FUN, the importance of helping someone to become dextrous with their riding whilst, critically, never to frighten or undermine them.


This is a truly wonderful book, full of inspirational, challenging ideas to achieve the above. The best steeplechase jockeys in the world, and hence, I believe, the greatest horsemen, are reared in Ireland. The jockeys have developed their superior balance and feel for a horse, principally through having little enough money and just ‘getting on with it’. Many went hunting without the saddles they could not afford.


Recreating this in the politically correct, increasingly moneyed world in which we now have to bring up our children, is almost impossible. Jane Wallace, in this collection of wisdom and fun, has come very close to the equivalent but in a controlled and safe environment.


The book concludes at Chapter 13. There still remains no substitute for Chapter 14 – Hunting. To maintain that freedom of choice is a fight we must never relinquish – if we care where our children are going and how they are going there.




[image: ]






















ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





I would like to thank Liz Pickard, Maureen Chamberlain, Gill and Katherine Painter, Margaret Wilkin, Emma Staines, Sarah Carlisle and Peter Hales for their time and inspiration in contributing to this book.


I am grateful to the following children who acted as models for the illustrations: Giles and Rosie Newton, Eleanor and Bea


Saunders-Watson, and Tom and Charlie Wallace; and Nicky Herbert for her help in setting up the photographs (on which many of the illustrations are based), taken during a lesson she gave to my son Tom.


I would also like to thank Dianne Breeze for her superb drawings; and Michael Stevens for his excellent diagrams.


JANE WALLACE



















INTRODUCTION





Now that I have retired from competitive riding, I devote myself to teaching various standards and age groups. As the mother of two sons aged six and eight, both of whom are learning to ride, I can vouch for the fact that teaching one’s own children proves to be by far the most difficult!


A combination of the vast differences in the teaching abilities in those entrusted to educating young riders and the sparsity of suitable books on this subject has prompted me to put pen to paper again. I hope that this book, with its collection of practical and fun ideas for lessons and riding activities, will be a source of inspiration to established teachers as well as to those less experienced.


Teaching the youngest age bracket of four- to nine-year-olds is possibly the most taxing. It is hard work. It requires patience, understanding, firmness and huge enthusiasm from the teacher. Although it is not vital, many of the best teachers of this age group are parents themselves (ideally not of the actual children being taught) who have learnt over the years the best way of cajoling and enthusing children to try new things.


Once a child is in control of his pony, understands school movements, knows right from left, and has the basic knowledge of why he is being asked to perform various movements, he becomes much less difficult to teach. No instructor would disagree that the older age groups are, on the whole, much easier to manage. Young children have a short attention span and the teacher has to be quick to realise when that concentration is coming to a close. A change to something different is crucial before the children become bored, tired or distracted. Holding the attention of anyone is difficult; holding the attention of small children is definitely an art or knack but it is something which can be learnt from trial and error and, of course, experience. There is no substitute for experience in any walk of life and to be a good teacher requires it in large doses. An instructor needs to gain a sixth sense, that special ability to assess a situation, anticipate a potentially hazardous one and yet enable him to hold the interest and enthusiasm of the children in the ride. To acquire this requires practice. However, practice does not necessarily make perfect. Practice makes permanent, so if you practise the wrong thing, you will not improve (ask any golfer, for example!) so you must know what you are trying to do before you can achieve results. This is where this book will be of value.


In writing this book I have interviewed a number of experienced, talented teachers who excel in teaching young children. I clearly recall my early riding lessons with Liz Pickard at Cherry Hinton Riding School. Miss P, as she was fondly called, was an inspiration to us all. All age groups idolised her. We all had a very healthy respect for her too, but she had that true magic of making children (and grown-ups too) want to please her and gain her praise. She had a unique way with children, and could understand a child’s mind and way of thinking. She was able to enthuse and encourage, and she gave enormous confidence to those she taught. I was lucky to be included in her long list of pupils. Needless to say, Miss P was the first person I thought of when the idea of this book came to me. If I could glean ideas and hints from her, plus other people with that special talent, I could produce a useful and informative manual, which would help us all, myself included.


As well as talking to Liz Pickard, I also spoke to Margaret Wilkin, Gill and Katherine Painter, Sarah Carlisle, Emma Staines, Peter Haines and Maureen Chamberlain – all gifted instructors who manage to enthuse and inspire.


It was a fascinating insight talking to these people and they generously supplied me with all sorts of ideas. In passing on their thoughts, and my own, I hope that this book will become an invaluable source of reference for all those interested in improving their methods of instruction. Children are so vulnerable and can easily be frightened or put off by lack of good teaching. Fear, discomfort or boredom can soon make even the keenest child view riding with reluctance and alarm. Enthusiasm must be maintained at all times.


At the end of a lesson, children should always be asking for more! ‘Can I come again next time, please?’ is what every instructor loves to hear.
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PLANNING A LESSON





Before any lesson, whether it be for adults or children, a certain amount of preparation is necessary. In the case of a group lesson for children, this forward planning can make the difference between a successful lesson and a mediocre one.


FACTS TO ASCERTAIN


How old are the children? Until you know the age of the riders you cannot plan your lesson.


What standard are they? It is important to know what the children and ponies are capable of doing. For example: will they need leading? Are there any notoriously difficult ponies, or particularly nervous children?


How many will there be? Teaching young children in a group is an advantage. Children love to be amongst their peers and it gives them enthusiasm and courage. However, a big group lesson requires careful planning to avoid boredom among those not actually involved ‘in the action’. The ideal size of group would be between four and six, although it does depend of the standard of riders. When teaching children you need to have ‘eyes in the back of your head’ and any more than six means that you could find yourself struggling to keep an eye on everyone.


Where is the lesson to be held? An enclosed area with a soft surface is preferable for safety reasons. Trying to control small children on ponies in an unrestricted area should be avoided.


What is the weather likely to be? Inclement or hot conditions can make teaching difficult. It is important to have contingency plans to cope with adverse weather. Be aware of the effect a wind can have on any pony and especially a ‘sharp’ one. Find out where shelter or shade is likely to be and plan to make use of it. Small children get cold very easily, so plan some vigorous activity to avoid frozen toes and fingers. There is nothing more likely to discourage a child from riding than getting frozen stiff.


How long is the session? You cannot plan a lesson unless you know its duration. However long it is to be, it will be necessary to change the activities regularly to break up the lesson and avoid the children losing concentration.




“Be pleasant and constructive, and have a well-prepared lesson.” Peter Hales










SUITABLE PROPS


A selection of the following can be kept in a portable container which fits easily in your car to be taken with you whenever you are teaching.
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String – twine is invaluable. It can improvise as grass reins if required, be used to tie up the letter-boxes (see below) and generally come in handy.


Spare stirrup leathers – to use as neck-straps. All ponies should have a neck-strap.




[image: ]





Thick elastic bands – these can be used as rein stops to help a child maintain a suitable length of rein. Can also improvise as lost keepers or runners on bridles or neck-straps.
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A hole-punch can be useful.


Cones, bollards or plastic buckets or containers with letters on them – plastic markers are far safer than something heavy and solid, which could hurt a child in the event of a fall.


Flags on canes – to be put into bollards or cones.
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Buckets (plastic) – for games.
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Balls or bean-bags – suitable for throwing into buckets.




[image: ]





Potatoes and spoons. 
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Letter-boxes – made from cardboard boxes, painted red with a slot for posting letters – and letters for posting.


Batons or hankies – for passing hand to hand.


Poles – usually these are provided but always check.


Seasonal items – such as tinsel at Christmas.


Music player and music – an invaluable addition to lessons but check that it would be an appropriate situation.
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Milk-crate or similar portable block – to practise mounting


Items of grooming kit, a shoe, farriers’ tools, first aid equipment, tack, boots, bits, and anything for the children to touch and feel – for quiet moments of stable management.
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Sticky labels with the points of the horse written on them – a fun way of learning with an amenable pony.
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Leaves – these can be used for all kinds of activities and are normally available wherever the lesson may be.


Large sheets of paper – for drawing on, and pens/pencils.


Overreach boots – you can use these as markers, upside-down, to go round in corners, pretending they are rabbit holes. 





Is this a one-off lesson or part of a series? If you know the children and they know you and each other, you would not start the lesson in the same way as if everyone were new to each other. This also affects the lesson content.


Are there any props available? Some schools are well equipped; others have nothing at all. You need to know what you should provide but until you know the answers to some of the earlier questions, e.g. the age of the children and the length of the lesson, you will not know what sort of props you might require. It is worth collecting items that you can use to play games with the children.


Refreshments – are any provided? Should you provide some, and if so are there any children with allergies or who cannot eat certain things? Drink – is juice provided? Children respond much better if their blood sugar is kept up. Find out when the refreshments will arrive (if at all) so you can plan your lesson to fit in with the break.


Is there a policy regarding jackets or jumpers for the children to wear? I would always prefer children to ride in jumpers. Jackets can make them rigid and less relaxed. Thick coats make it difficult to see whether a child is sitting up or slouching.




“Teaching is all about liking children and encouraging them. No bunch of children is ever the same.” Margaret Wilkin





For additional safety considerations regarding dress, whips, etc. see Rider check, page 36. See also notes about riding hats on page 18.


THE LESSON PLAN


Once you have the answers to all the above questions you can start to make a plan for the lesson. Obviously situations may change – the weather may vary for example, or the number of pupils may be different – but on the whole you will have a general idea of what to expect.


Bearing in mind that learning must be fun, it is important to structure the lesson so that the ‘serious’ parts are interspersed with some fun action. There is no doubt that boys, on the whole, have a totally different attitude to riding from girls. This must be remembered when teaching little boys. Boys soon get fed up with riding in the school unless it is made fun. They are rarely interested in the ‘finesse’ side of riding or in stable management but merely want to climb on their ponies and go! Canter, gallop and jump (once they are capable of so doing) is all they want to do. So, to maintain interest, it is vital that lessons are exciting and interesting with plenty of activity to avoid boys becoming bored and distracted. A group of boys can be great fun to teach, but you have to be well prepared with plenty of different ideas, activities and games to play.




EXAMPLE LESSON PLAN


1. Introductions (greet your riders and helpers).


2. Tack and rider check (always do a tack check and look at what your riders are wearing too).


3. Riding action. (This will be one of the most receptive times because the children will not be tired. After ten or fifteen minutes it will be time to change to something different and give the children a rest.)


4. Mounted exercises.


5. Refreshments. (Always popular!)


6. Riding action. (The children should again be in receptive mood with recharged batteries. Spend ten or fifteen minutes then again change to something different.)


7. ‘Jumping’, i.e. riding over poles, or mounted games.


8. Wind-down period (so you do not hand back an over-excited ride).





When you know the duration of the session you can decide how many different parts to the lesson will be needed. This means that you divide the lesson up into sections. Long sessions of teaching are counterproductive because children get tired, lose concentration and may then view lessons with a lack of enthusiasm. After an hour on a pony, a child will be more than ready to get off, so make sure you plan to allow for the length of the lesson. Never over-do things. Always stop while the children are keen.


Decide carefully which are the appropriate activities for your particular ride on that day in those circumstances. Better to be safe than sorry. There is a thin line between safety and everything ending in tears.




“Teaching children is very hard work. You must have authority and you need to understand children and ponies.” Gill Painter





Plan to arrive at the venue in good time so youcan get organised. You can put your props in position, mark out your arena if necessary, and have time to find out more about the members of your ride. You should be given a list with the names of the children, and preferably the ponies too, and you should try to find out who everyone is before you begin. (It gives the pupils a good feeling if you appear to know who they are and what their pony is called without being told!)


Make sure you are neatly turned out. Children are quick to assess people and will soon decide if this instructor is one to respect or trifle with. A well-turned out, bright, enthusiastic person, who is well organised and in charge of the situation, will gain the children’s attention from the outset.




“Be happy! If you are happy, you have fun. Our children must go home having had fun as well as being educated.” Emma Staines
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN





SAFETY FIRST


Now more than ever, with the threat of litigation hanging over everyone who teaches, it is vital to be aware of safety. Without being paranoid, it is a case of being sensible, thoughtful and alert for potentially hazardous situations. Accidents will always happen but so many can be averted by vigilance.




	The area for teaching must have a suitable surface. A hard, rutted field is dangerous because the ponies are liable to trip. If a child falls off onto hard ground it could hurt considerably more than landing on a soft, flat surface.


	The teaching area should not be too big (20 x 40 metres is maximum) and must be enclosed with adequate fencing and a gate that fastens securely.







NOTE: Always have a phone to hand when you are teaching, and also when hacking out, in case of emergencies. (Mobile phones are invaluable, but make sure yours is turned off unless required!)







	You should always carry out a tack and rider check before the lesson starts.


	Always line the ride up in an orderly fashion to avoid kicking. Stress the importance of keeping one pony’s distance when in a ride, and indeed at all times when behind another pony. An unruly ride is a dangerous ride. Discipline is important at all times.







“Being a good teacher is firstly personality and secondly knowledge and experience. You must have your finger on the pulse I cannot bear to see raucous rides. I want them to learn something. But it has got to be fun alongside teaching. Be nice!” Liz Pickard





RIDING HATS


The safety of riding hats is under constant review and new, improved designs are produced every few years. Remind parents to check that their child’s hat conforms to the latest safety requirements.


If a child has a heavy fall, or the hat is dropped onto a hard surface, the effectiveness of the hat will be impaired. Hats are expensive, but not more than a child’s safety so they should always be replaced if damaged. (Unless the damage is extensive, it will not be visible to the naked eye, so ask the advice of a reputable saddler if in doubt whether a new one is necessary or not.)
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 Correctly fitted crash cap with silk. Hair neatly tucked away.
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Chinstrap too loose, allowing hat to slip back and even become dislodged altogether.
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Hat too big and perched on the back of the head giving no protection to the forehead.


If you have any doubts about the fitting of any hat, recommend that the parents go to a good saddler’s shop to check the size and fitting.


DISCIPLINE


Discipline must be maintained for:




	Safety – undisciplined riding can easily lead to accidents.



	Progress – children cannot learn if they are inattentive or ignore instructions.


	Manners – good manners are important in all walks of life.


	Concentration requires discipline.


	An undisciplined child will disrupt a lesson and prevent other children from getting the benefit of your instruction.


	Remember – a child without discipline is like a ship without a rudder.





Some children will take advantage of a young instructor and think they can get away with being naughty and rude. You need to make it clear from the outset that you are in charge by being firm and positive and that you expect to be obeyed. If you allow the lesson to become dull, boring or beyond the capabilities of your pupils, you will be asking for trouble. This is why it is so important to pre-plan your lesson and be ready to move onto something different if it is blatantly clear that the present activity is inappropriate.


If children are kept amused and interested they are far less likely to cause trouble. However, if any child deliberately misbehaves, it is within your right to correct him. You need ingenuity to decide how best to do this. Either prevent the child from doing an activity you know he enjoys, or if the child is particularly exuberant, you could always make him run round the school to get rid of excess energy.
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