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Why school over poles?
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A rider needs a balanced seat and must be able to use her hands independently from the movement of the horse. 

Schooling over poles is important for horses, whether the horse is going to be used for dressage, eventing or show jumping. Working over poles exercises the horse and strengthens its muscles, especially those of the back. It en­courages suppleness and elasticity and will help to improve the horse’s rhythm. Work over cavalletti is also a good preparation for show jumping. Working over varied low jumping grids will help to secure a rider’s seat as well as develop a better feeling for the rhythm in canter and through a grid. It also helps a rider to learn to judge distances to and between jumps. 

Working over cavalletti and poles is enjoyable for both horse and rider. It brings variety to everyday training, especially in wintertime when it is not always possible to hack out as often. 

How well do you need to ride?

Anyone who can hack out confidently, is not ­scared of a brisk canter and does not grip with their legs or hang onto the reins should have few problems starting to school over poles. 

Hacking out is the easiest way to learn how your horse is going to react to the unknown. You have to expect the unexpected, so a sudden shy or a small pop over tree roots won’t unseat you. However you should only start jumping when you have developed an independent seat. 

This means that you are able to use all of the aids independently of the others. You must have a balanced seat and be able to use the aids through the reins without being affected by the movement of the horse. 

What type of horse is suitable?

If you have never jumped at all then it is best to use an experienced, well-trained horse that jumps willingly and safely when starting out. But even a horse that knows its job should be ridden regularly by a more experienced rider, to keep up its level of training and to stop it getting stale. Even the safest of jumpers will easily lose confidence if he doesn’t get the right information from his rider before and after the jump. If a learner bumps back down on his back, or hangs onto his mouth over the jump if he jumps too big because the stride was off, or if he hurts himself by hitting a rail, it is all too easy for a reliable jumper to turn into a frequent refuser. This shouldn’t put anyone off starting to ride over small obstacles, but it is important to understand that you need to approach the enjoyment of jumping with a sense of responsibility. You can do more damage to your horse over jumps than by just working on the flat. Once a horse becomes ”soured” it is very hard to sweeten him to jumping again.
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Here both are properly equipped for jumping. The rider is wearing a hard hat, body protector, gloves and riding boots and the horse is tacked up with bridle and martingale, ­jumping saddle and brushing boots. 

What equipment does the rider need?

A correctly fitted hard hat to the latest standard is a must. It is vital that the hat is fitted properly by a trained retailer, so that in the event of a fall it doesn’t either slip backwards and hurt your neck, or tip forward and risk breaking or damaging your nose. Long fringes or a thick plait or pony tail stuffed up under the hat won’t help even the most expensive hat fit properly. Long hair needs to be tied back or put in a hairnet, and fringes should be tucked up under the hat. A body protector is also a good idea, especially for beginners. When starting to ride over small jumps, it is best to wear long boots, jodhpur boots or boots with half chaps. The soles of any footwear worn should be smooth with a small heel; avoid wearing footwear fastened with Velcro straps or laces that might get caught up. Nothing should be able to get caught up in the stirrup irons – in the event of a fall, the foot should be able to immediately slip out of the stirrup. It should go without saying that trainers or sneakers are totally unsuitable and even potentially dangerous. 

Tip
Doing anything to increase your safety is neither a sign of fear nor bad riding. Even the most experienced of riders can and do fall off.

It is also sensible to wear gloves. Many horses get stronger over jumps compared to on the flat. Since your hands are carried closer to the horse’s neck, you may find that your knuckles get rubbed against his neck. It is much better to wear gloves to avoid this, since you can’t give the right aids with sore hands. Depending on a horse’s nature you may also need short spurs and possibly a jumping whip. Check with your riding instructor if in any doubt.

How should the horse be tacked up?

In order to be able to ride correctly in a forward seat in a jumping position you will need a jumping, eventing or a forward-cut general purpose saddle. No particular type of bit is necessary; a simple snaffle as normally used should be sufficient. A martingale is only necessary for a horse that may tend to toss his head. Brushing or tendon boots or bandages should be used on the front legs. On the back legs often only, ankle boots are sufficient to avoid injury.
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Brushing boots on the front legs and ankle or brushing boots on the back legs will help avoid injury.
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The most common type of cavalletti.

What are cavalletti?

In general, cavalletti are wooden poles with a wooden cross fixed at each end. The crosses are fixed on the pole so that when it is rolled, the pole will take up one of three different heights: these range from a height of 15 – 20 centimetres in the low position, to 30 – 35 centimetres in the next position, and when the pole is at its highest point it shouldn’t be any higher than 50 centimetres.

The older types of cavalletti can be slightly dangerous, especially when the cross ends have sharp edges or if they are stacked one on top of another. There are many more modern variations involving loose poles that move or fall off when knocked. Alternatively the end support itself may be made of hollow plastic that is weighted down by filling it with water. It is shaped to support the poles at different heights – this type is one of the safest, as they are unlikely to cause injury if they are knock­ed over. If you can’t get professionally built cavalletti, it is easy enough to build your own. You will need a pole (one that is sufficiently weighty) and a squared-off block of wood of the same overall dimensions as a cavalletti cross for each end. Each block of wood then has a piece cut out of it to fit the pole onto.
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You can easily build cavalletti like this ­yourself. 

Tip
Be careful when you lay out loose poles on the ground. They are easily moved if a horse steps on or knocks them, resulting in a potentially dangerous stumble. An injury to the fetlock or tendons can result.


The forward position
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More lightening of the weight through the seat in the forward position.
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A less obvious lighter seat.

 

It is possible to differentiate between a light seat and a forward seat, depending on how much pressure is exerted down through the horse’s back. In a lighter seat, the rider stays seated in the saddle but exerts less pressure, i.e. lightens through the seat, than in a dressage position. A light seat is also particularly sensible when riding young horses or when hacking out. When show jumping you should use a light seat when approaching the jumps and when riding tight turns. 

In a forward seat you relieve the horse’s back even more and adjust yourself to your horse’s movement, the movement often being stronger than would be expected when riding on the flat. The forward seat is most easily ridden in a jumping saddle, as the wider forward-cut saddle flaps enable you to have shorter stirrups and the flatter seat gives you more room for upper body movement. 

When starting out, shorten the stirrups by two to three holes. When jumping, the stirrups are usually four or five holes shorter than when riding dressage. The length will vary slightly depending on your leg length and height. Your knee will be more bent thanks to the shorter stirrups (hence the larger, forward-cut flaps) and you will find that it is easier to move your seat up and down from the saddle. In a forward position you can adapt to the horse’s movement much more easily. When the horse’s centre of gravity shifts when jumping, going up or downhill, or when galloping, it is easier for you to stay balanced and exert either more or less weight through the seat as required. Any changes should be fluid and you should try to remain balanced over your own centre of gravity, regardless of how the horse is moving. In addition you need to be able to adjust to the horse’s movement and constantly changing centre of gravity. None of this is as easy as it may (or may not!) sound. Standing on the ground, try keeping your balance when swaying back and forth. It goes without saying that you will need to practise your forward seat in trot and canter. Unfortunately this isn’t always done in jumping lessons these days. 

Tip
The ball of the foot, lower leg and knee form the foundation for the rider’s position in the forward seat. It is on this foundation that you can build a well balanced seat

What is the forward position?

The widest part of the foot should rest on the stirrup treads. In a jumping saddle, your heels should be the lowest part of your body; they should not be tense but should be supple, acting as a shock absorber. They should have enough weight down through them to ensure that they stop the lower leg from slipping back. Your calves will lie against the horse’s side and your knees will be bent at a greater angle thanks to the shorter stirrup length. Your knees should be laid firmly against the saddle, but without gripping, otherwise your calves are likely to lose their contact with the horse. The position of the knee (sometimes called the knee pivot point) is the critical point of the rider’s posture in this forward position.
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This is the position assumed in the forward seat. 

Tip
If the rider loses the pivot point through the knee, the whole position is endangered. 
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Even when your seat comes out of the saddle at higher speeds, you shouldn’t tense up or hunch your back. You need to stay balanced! The shoulder, knee and the ball of the foot should form a vertical line.

Your lower leg (not the spurs!) takes over more of the forward driving aids since your seat, which is lighter, can no longer contribute to pushing the horse on. If the lower leg slips or swings back and forth in time to the canter, you will lose your balance and this will interfere with the horse. Your upper body will, depending on the degree of lightening through the seat, be more or less bent forward from the hips. Your bottom stays, in the case of a light seat, in the saddle but exerts little if any pressure through the seat. When riding at speed or when jumping, your bottom will come out of the saddle some 10 to 20 centimetres. You should aim to stay in balance over your centre of gravity, in other words over the ball of the foot and knees – the position’s foundation, with the upper body remaining supple. 

Tip
In a forward seat, as when riding dressage, a stiff or unsteady upper body with tense or rounded shoulders or hollow back is incorrect and will interfere with the horse.
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