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OUR PELLETS STAND OUT

SO YOUR HORSE CAN
STAND OUT!

Cosequin® ASU Joint & Hoof Pellets contain 
quality ingredients to support joint and hoof 
health and leave out the fillers molasses and 
alfalfa — all while delivering the taste horses love. 
The colors of our ingredients shine through for a 
difference you can see.

COSEQUINEQUINE.COM
▼Source: Survey conducted among equine veterinarians who recommended oral joint health supplements.
Pellets not actual size. Color may vary. 010.1416.00

https://bit.ly/HRM_100622_jointandhoof
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Teaching the Turn
YOU THOUGHT HIS DISPOSITION horse 
to the turnaround, I’m not necessarly worried 
about the actual turn; I’m more focused on 
body control and teaching my horse how to 
move off of my leg. Because without those 
basic fundamentals, I can’t expect my horse  
to spin like I need her to for a reining class. 

Since my horse is green, I’m riding her 
two-handed in a snaffle bit. I take time to 
warm her up, and during that time I test her 
body control and ability to move off of my legs. 
If everything is where I need it to be, I’ll start 
the beginning stages of turning her around. 

  
One

I want to emphasize that a turn is a forward- 
motion maneuver, so I always start by stepping 
my horse up at the walk. While my hands are 
up, I have light contact on the rein, so she has 
to walk into my hands and stay framed up. I 
use my outside leg and ask her to move away 
from the pressure, crossing her front and back 
feet—almost like a two track—while continuing 
forward. She should stay soft in her body, and 
keep her shoulders and back rounded up.

  
Two

Eventually I want my horse to move off my leg 
pressure and hunt that turn in the process. I’m 
still light in my hands, but I do have her nose 
tipped slightly to the inside because I want her 
feet to follow her nose. The minute my horse 
starts to turn, I release my outside leg because 
I want to reward her for moving off my leg 
pressure.

  
Three

At this point I’m not worried about how many 
rotations I have. My horse can countinue turn-
ing, or after a few steps she can walk forward. 
I’m just worried about her listening to my leg 
cue and moving away from it. But if my horse  
is willingly staying in that turn I’m going to 
let her keep turning as long as it’s a willing, 
cadenced turn. 

I’m light in my hand, but I’m still using my 
reins to help my horse in the turn. My left rein 
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is bringing her nose slightly to the inside of the 
turn, and I’m keeping my outside (right) rein on 
her neck during the turn. Even though her head 
might be slightly turned into the spin, I still want 
her body to be somewhat straight, which helps 
with forward motion throughout the maneuver.  

  
Four

If I feel like my horse’s body isn’t in the right 
spot or she’s looking for support from me with 
my leg, I’ll take her out of the spin and correct 
her body before asking her to turn again. If she 
starts to suck back or put too much weight on 
her hindquarters, I’ll even push her into a trot 
rather than just walking out of it. This way I can 
reestablish that forward motion I need to have 
and work on getting her belly up and her shoul-
ders up. It’s also a great way to encourage a lazy 
or dull-sided horse to get moving. 

I’ll slowly make my circle a little tighter, and 
as I’m getting ready to go back into the turn, I 
break my horse back down to the walk, walk her 
a couple of strides, and then cue her into the 
turn using my outside leg. 

I break to the walk before initiating the turn 
because I want my horse to be relaxed and soft 
when she goes into the turn. I find that when I 
start turning from the trot, my horse gets a little 
more fired up than I want and starts rushing the 
turn, compromising her body position.

  
Five

I keep that forward motion going into the turn, 
release my outside leg, and sit balanced in the 
center of my saddle, so my horse can figure out 
her balance point. To keep balanced, some hors-
es prefer to stay a little behind the bridle when 
they’re learning to turn; others might stretch 
their neck out. Each horse carries themselves 
a little differently and has a different balance 
point. My job is to stay out of my horse’s way  
so she can learn where her balance point is. 

As she gets more comfortable turning, I’ll  
start to increase speed little by little. But I need 
to be able to turn properly going slow before I 
start worrying about any kind of speed, so at  
this point in my horse’s training speed is not  
the priority. 
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HEALTH

Skin-Ills Primer
 Get a handle on common equine skin problems. 
Then, if one arises, you can recognize it and take  
action promptly.

A turnout like this is possible only if 
equine skin problems are avoided or 
vanquished. When skin issues arise, 
check first with your veterinarian. 
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EQUINE SKIN PROBLEMS can make a horse miserable 
and lead to complications. Call your vet if you suspect any 
of the following skin issues in your horse.

Bumps & Scabs
Rain rot (or rain scald), common in warm, moist con-
ditions, results in small bumps, crust-like scabs, and/or 
matted tufts of hair that pull off easily. It’s caused by 
a microorganism that behaves like both bacteria and 
fungi. Your vet may recommend a broad-spectrum 
antimicrobial shampoo.

Scratches (or mud fever, pastern dermatitis) de-
velops in muddy conditions. Bacterial and/or fungal 
microorganisms invade the skin of your horse’s lower 
legs, causing inflammation, swelling, itching, and scaly 
scabs. Antimicrobial shampoo and ointment, plus 
giving the horse a break from muddy footing, are 
common remedies.

Sweet itch results in small, itchy bumps that your 
horse rubs into weeping scabs, especially along the 
mane and on the tailhead. The cause is an allergy to 
the saliva of the Culicoides gnat (midges, “no-see-
ums”) active in some areas at dawn and dusk in spring 
and summer. Non-irritating bug-repellent sprays and 
gnat-proof sheets help, plus your vet may prescribe 
corticosteroids and/or antihistamines.

Ringworm is a fungal infection causing roundish, hair-
less patches with crusty, scabby skin. Your vet may rec-
ommend an anti-fungal shampoo and ointment or lotion. 
Take care, as your horse can pass ringworm on to you.

Hives, soft welts just under the skin, are the end 
result of a complicated allergic response. Ask your vet 
about allergy testing, the best approach to dealing 
with this condition.: 

Skin Tumors
Sarcoids are the most commonly diagnosed tumor, 
with Quarter Horses frequently affected. Often ap-
pearing on the face, chest, groin, or legs, sarcoids can 
resemble proud flesh but take many other forms as 
well. Though not malignant, they can be fast-growing 
and disfiguring. You’ll need your vet to diagnose and 
treat a sarcoid; chemotherapy and/or surgery may  
be required.

Melanomas can resemble black bumps but have 
varying appearances. They occur commonly on or 
near the underside of the tail, or around the genitals, 
base of the ears, or eyelids. They’re most common in 
gray horses, especially those of Arabian or Thorough-
bred blood (Quarter Horses are less affected). They 
may or may not be malignant; early detection can 
lead to successful treatment or surgery. 



When Performance Matters, Choose

AVAILABLE IN
PELLETS
FOR EASY FEEDING! 

Survey conducted among equine veterinarians who recommended oral joint health supplements.

PELLETS
Survey conducted among equine veterinarians who recommended oral joint health supplements.
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Get Your 
Head  
in the 
Game

Don’t let negative thoughts keep you from 
shining in the show pen. Use these techniques  

to help create a positive mindset so you can 
better communicate with your horse. 
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Have you ever walked into the 
show pen and felt like you were 
on a completely different horse 

from the one that you were riding in the 
warmup? And felt that within minutes 
you went from show-ring ready, to danc-
ing around in the center of the arena 
before the start of your pattern? 

Your horse doesn’t know the stakes 
are higher when he steps into the show 
pen, so why does he drastically change 
once all eyes are on you? If your mindset 
changes when it comes time to show, 
chances are, the energy you’re creating 
with your body changes, too. These 
changes will translate to your horse, and 
he’ll start to change his game plan to re-
flect what your body is telling him to do. 

The easiest way to improve your score 
and avoid creating an anxious environ-
ment for your horse is by focusing on 
your thoughts and the actions you’re 
creating from them. By getting your 
head in the game and taking control of 
your thoughts and emotions, you’ll have 
a better chance at accurately communi-
cating with your horse in, and outside 
of, the show pen. 

In this article, I’m going to go over 
how your thoughts affect your riding 
and why you should have a team-sport 
mentality when you’re competing. 
Then I’ll share a technique you can use 
when you’re in the saddle to get your 
focus back on your horse and not who’s 
watching you in the arena to help set 
you up for success at your next show.  

How Your Feelings  
Affect Your Riding
The biggest mistake you can make as a 
rider is believing your horse can’t read 
what you’re thinking. It’s not that he has 
a supernatural ability to read your mind, 
he just uses his survival instincts and 
physical senses to help determine if he’s 
in a safe environment or if he should be 
worried because of a nearby threat.

Whether you’re in the saddle or out 
of it, your thoughts reflect your feelings, 
which then create your actions. When 
you have positive thoughts, you’re more 

likely to have positive feelings, which 
result in positive outcomes. If your 
thoughts are negative, negativity is 
going to be represented in your actions, 
even if you don’t realize it or mean for 
it to. 

If your mind starts to produce neg-
ative or nervous thoughts, your body 
is going to respond. It can be a small 
response, something  you don’t even 
feel. But horses are sensitive animals; 
they can feel even the smallest of 
things—like a fly landing on their neck. 
So if you have a showing mindset where 
all you’re focused on is doing well, or 
winning, or making it into the finals 
of a large horse show, that’s going to 
affect your mindset, which is going to 
reflect your actions and how well you’re 
communicating with your horse in that 
moment. 

This way of thinking isn’t just 
reserved for the show pen, either.  Your 
thoughts will affect your actions when 
you’re out on a trail ride, too. For exam-
ple, if you’re heading out on a ride for 
the first time that has a water crossing, 
and you know your horse is 
scared of water, you start 
to anticipate how he’s 
going to react before 
you even get to the 
crossing. Your 
horse then senses 
something is off, 
since you’re not 
communicating 
with him the same 
way you would 
at home, and that 
causes him to behave 
differently. This can create 
a snowball effect where you 
become even more nervous because 
you sense your horse getting nervous, 
creating a dangerous environment for 
the both of you. 

Now let’s talk about the different 
forms of communication you use in the 
saddle: you have your bridle, your vocal 
cues, and then you have your body cues, 
which I consider to be the strongest 

tool you use to communicate with your 
horse at any time.

One of my favorite examples of using 
your seat to accurately communicate 
with your horse happened several years 
ago when Dan Huss showed Ms Dreamy 
in the senior reining finals at the AQHA 
World Championship Show. If you’re 
familiar with that iconic run, you know 
that Dan’s bridle broke in the middle of 
his circles, and rather than pulling up, 
he finished the pattern bridleless. When 
that bridle broke, Dan committed to 
continuing to ride his horse (even when 
things didn’t go according to plan), and 
because of that he was able to accurately 
communicate with her and guide her 
through the rest of the pattern. 

Teamwork Makes the  
Dreamwork
Many riders approach riding from an 
individual mindset, but I believe that 
in order to be successful and accurately 
connect with your horse, you need to 
look at it from team-sport mentality. 

The one thing that differs from most 
team sports is that your 

teammate, your horse, 
doesn’t speak the 

same language as 
you do. Instead, 

you must be able 
to use your body 
to accurately 
communicate 
with him. You 

also need to be 
able to read his 

body language to 
know what he’s think-

ing and feeling. 
Winning runs at a show are 

not solely based on the talent of the rid-
er or the talent of a horse. They’re based 
on the teamwork between the two. 
Those riders don’t completely change 
the way they ride when it comes time 
to show and then expect their horses to 
do everything on their own. They have 
a game plan, which helps them have a 
positive mindset, and they use clear and 

‘If your mind  
starts to produce  

negative or nervous 
thoughts, your body  
is going to respond,  

even if you don’t  
feel like there’s  

any change.’



10 | OCTOBER 2022     HORSE&RIDER MONTHLY

P
H

O
TO

 B
Y

 N
IC

H
O

LE
 C

H
IR

IC
O

Winning runs are not 
solely based on the 
talent of the rider or 
the talent of a horse. 
They’re based on the 
teamwork between the 
two. They have a game 
plan, which helps them 
have a positive mindset, 
and they use clear and 
direct body cues to help 
their horses in the arena.
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direct body cues to help their horses in 
the arena. When you work as a team, 
you’re more likely to have a positive 
experience in the show pen, which will 
also allow your horse to enjoy showing 
for years to come.

The Joker Technique 
Another thing that differs in the horse-
show world from other sports is the 
way we practice when we’re at shows. 
When a tennis player is getting ready for 
a big match, they can continue to train 
at a private tennis court before it’s time 
to compete. They don’t have to worry 
about the opinions of outside people 
during those sessions and can make 
sure that, mentally, they’re completely 
focused on the task at hand. But at horse 

shows, most places don’t have enough 
arena space to allow private training 
sessions. This means that when you’re 
at a show, all of your training sessions 
are publicly viewed. 

If you’re like most riders, when you 
walk into the arena at a horse show, 
you immediately look up and see who 
is in there with you. This person could 
be sitting in the stands, or they could be 
in the arena riding their horse. It could 
be a judge, a fellow competitor, or even 
horse trainer. 

Suddenly you’re aware of your sur-
roundings and in that moment, it’s show 
time. Your only focus is on looking good 
because you care about this person’s 
opinion of you. You remind yourself not 
to focus on the person in the arena, but 

the more you tell yourself that, the more 
you think about them. 

In the end, this kind of thinking 
becomes a distracting element in your 
mental capacity. Causing you to focus 
more on your surroundings and less 
time on schooling your horse.

If you’ve played cards before, you 
know that in every deck of cards there 
are two jokers. Not all games use joker 
cards, but when they do the jokers are 
usually the strongest cards within the 
deck. But if the game doesn’t require 
them, you remove those cards from the 
deck before you even begin. My joker 
technique will help you find your joker, 
or the indivdual who might distract you 
from having a good practice, and help 
you make the decision on if you can  

One of the best 
examples to use when 
it comes to showing 
riders how to success-
fully communicate with 
their horse by using 
their seat is showing 
them Dan Huss’ iconic 
AQHA World Champi-
onship Show ride when 
he lost his bridle in the 
middle of his pattern.
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remove them from your game, so you 
can train the way you need to before 
going into the show pen.

Step 1: Find your joker. When you 
walk into the arena, I don’t want you to 
try and ignore the environment you’re 
in. Instead I want you to pick up your 
eyes and search for your joker immedi-
ately. Being the joker isn’t a bad thing, 
it just means that you care about this 
person’s opinion. If you don’t find a 
joker, that’s great. That means you can 
focus on riding your horse without any 
outside distractions. If you do find a 
joker, you can move to the next step of 
my technique. 

Step 2: Make a decision. Now you 
get to make the decision on if your 
joker is in your game or out of it. If the 

joker is in your game, that means he’s 
the strongest player in your mind, and 
everything you do out there is going 
to be to impress this person. This also 
means you’re not going to be focused on 
preparing your horse the way you need 
to. But if you choose to eliminate the 
joker from your game and do what you 
must do to get ready to show, then you 
can move to Step 3. 

Step 3: Practice ugly. This means 
exactly what it sounds like. Practicing 
ugly means you’re OK with having to 
ride your horse the way you need to in 
the warm-up pen. You should be focus-
ing on his weaknesses and how you can 
improve on them, and not be worried 
about looking show-ring ready before 
it’s even time to show. 

Practicing ugly does not mean riding 

aggressively. It just means that you’re 
brave enough to focus on your weak-
nesses in a public environment, even 
when important people are watching. 
It could be that your timing is off when 
you try to stop your horse, or maybe you 
just can’t find your path when you’re 
loping over trail obstacles and keep 
hitting them in the process. 

This is the time to be brave and work 
on what you need to. At one point or 
another we’ve all struggled in the warm-
up pen; most likely nobody is going to 
remember that moment besides you. 

Once you can get your head in the 
game and focus less on the people 
around you and more on what your 
horse is doing, you’ll be able to show 
off your strengths in the show pen and 
shine when it comes time to go in front 
of the judges. 

Gil Friedman, of Mental Athletics helps 
riders from all over the world reach 
their peak ability in the show pen by 
focusing on the mental mindset. Before 
going back to Israel to create Mental 
Athletics, Friedman worked for some 
of the top reining trainers in the United 
States and is an NRHA Professional. 
You can learn more about his philoso-
phy on performance psychology and 
how it affects your riding by visiting 
mental-athletics.com.
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When I’m working with a rider, I have them work on positive thinking so that when it comes 
time to show, their body language doesn’t change, and they can accurately communicate 
with their horse.
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BY JENNIFER PAULSON

In a talented field of exhibitors, pattern 
placement is one way to stand out from the 
crowd. Get on-point advice for laying down 

your best pattern from three pros.
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Specialization has taken Western 
events to new levels of expertise, 
precision, and nuance. Our horses 

learn one job, and they do it impeccably. 
While this is excellent in many ways, 
it can also have drawbacks. One of the 
biggest detriments of specialization lies 
in narrowing our spectrum of learn-
ing; however, with a little extra effort, 
you and your horse can become more 
well-rounded in your education, train-
ing, and horsemanship.

Western disciplines typ-
ically share a few founda-
tional principles. Three 
of the most popular areas 
of focus—reining, ranch 
riding, and all-around 
competition—all require 
precise pattern placement 
to stand out from the 
crowd and find yourself at 
the top of the leaderboard. 
We spoke with one expert 
from each of those dis-
ciplines to acquire their 
best pattern-placement 
tips so you can sharpen 
your presentation in any 
pattern-based event.

: First of all, let’s 
define what pattern 
placement means in each 
of your events and how it 
influences the big picture 
of an overall perfor-
mance.

BK: Pattern placement 
in an all-around context 
is your interpretation of the written 
and drawn descriptions of the sum 
of maneuvers that comprise the test. 
You’re tasked with knowing your horse, 
his strengths, and how to best complete 
the test for a positive outcome.

SP: For ranch riding, pattern 
placement has to do with how you 
use the arena to highlight your horse’s 
strengths and downplay his weak-
nesses. Ranch riding doesn’t include 

traditional markers (cones), so a lot of 
your pattern placement comes in what 
we call the “transitions,” or the places 
between maneuvers where you set up 
your horse for the next requirement.

KK: Reining horses have become so 
talented, and the sport has become so 
much more technical, that your degree 
of difficulty and pattern placement 
needs to be on point to really get 
marked when showing. Reining pat-

terns include three markers that dictate 
where things have to happen—and if 
they don’t, then you’re penalized. The 
most critical part in placement is the 
middle of the arena. Making or missing 
the middle makes or breaks everything 
you do from that point on.

: How do you translate the pattern 
on paper to how you’ll execute it in the 
arena? What things do you consider, 

The biggest mistake you see in ranch riding is riders tempted 
to look down at the dirt to see the path a previous competi-
tor made. Looking down isn’t riding, and it affects every part 
of your pattern. Instead keep your eyes forward and focus on 
where you want to go.
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MEET THE EXPERTS
Brad Kearns joined Southern 

Methodist University in 2021 as 

the Western coach for its National 

Collegiate Equestrian Association 

team. Prior to that, Kearns built 

a stellar reputation as a trainer, 

coach, and judge in AQHA, APHA, 

and NSBA events. He’s earned 

world championships in trail 

and Western pleasure, and has 

coached youth and amateur riders 

to world, All American Quarter 

Horse Congress, and all-around 

year-end titles.

Kari Klingenberg calls Scottsdale, 

Arizona, home where she trains 

elite aged-event reining horses, 

and coaches non-pro and youth 

riders, as well as managing the 

breeding career of reining stallion 

Mr Electric Spark. She’s a regular 

finalist in major NRHA events, 

winning the Level 2 NRHA Derby 

championship and the Level 1 

NRHA Derby reserve champion-

ship, and rode for Team USA in 

the 2016 SCAG World Reining 

Championships in Switzerland.

Shadd Parkinson also lives in 

Scottsdale. His training program 

focuses on reined cow horses 

and ranch riders in all levels, from 

aged events to seasoned show 

horses, and he coaches youth and 

non-pro riders. He holds many 

titles in AQHA and NRCHA events, 

including being named the 2020 

AQHA World Champion in senior 

ranch riding. 
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such as arena length and width and 
how to fit all the maneuvers in the 
prescribed spots?

BK: Your first consideration is how 
the pattern is drawn in relation to the 
written instructions. Does the pattern 
have a maneuver that occurs in a specif-
ic zone, say in the center of the arena or 
by a cone? Do the words say halfway or 
one horse length or some distance to be 
taken into consideration? A maneuver 
that happens at a cone is self-explana-
tory, but you can also employ points of 
reference, such as a banner on fence, a 
set of bleachers, or a set of stall curtains 
by the arena—something you can easily 
reference while riding to find your des-
tination. Then, make sure in practice 
using that reference point.

Arena size is an indisputable part of 
pattern placement. Smaller arenas may 
need adjustments and thoughtful use 
of a horse’s abilities. An extended-lope 
circle that’s confined to a 20-meter 
diameter might not reach the same 
extension as a 50-meter diameter circle 
in a bigger arena, but it can still look 
smooth. Find and practice what works 
for the given arena space and shows 
your horse’s best attributes.

SP: The first thing I emphasize in my 
placement is to stay off the walls. I like 
to be 20 feet off the walls, if possible, so 
my horse doesn’t use them as a crutch. 
This demonstrates more control. 
When I look at the arena as a whole, I 
break it into four quadrants and know 
which elements go in each section. For 
example, I know I need to be trotting 
in the top-left quadrant, then I have a 
reference point for the next maneuver. 
It’s easy to get out in the arena and get 
lost. It’s helpful to figure out different 
landmarks to help remember where 
you need to perform a maneuver. For 
example, a lot of ranch riding patterns 
have a log, which can work as a refer-
ence point, and so can banners and  
light poles.

KK: You get used to what you ride in, 
so it’s important to remember that your 
pattern will look and feel different in 
arenas of varying dimensions. Early in 
my career in Washington, all the arenas 
were small. I wanted to get every inch I 

could out of that arena, so I went deep 
into my corners and really ran as long 
as I feasibly could to my stops. But if 
you show like that in a big arena, as we 
reiners do in Katy, Texas, for the Nation-
al Reining Breeders Classic, your horse 
will run out of gas if you use that entire 
arena. Sit in the middle of the arena and 
get a feel for where your markers are so 
you can keep your circles round instead 
of oval, and you don’t miss any markers 
in your stops and backup. 

: How can the landmarks you iden-
tify in your pattern play a role in your 
visualization before your run?

BK: Pattern placement is a little 
more challenging for those under 35 
years old—members of the GPS age.  
We, the upperclassmen, used direc-
tions such as, “turn left at the ele-
mentary school, right at the road after 
the bridge, and left at the house with 
the gnome in the yard” just to get to 
our best friend’s house. I like to apply 
old-school directions to modern-day 
equine exhibition. Trot down the 
middle and stop even with the red tape 
on the wall, make the top of the circle 
at Trainer X’s stall curtains, and make 
the bottom come in even with the blue 
trash can. Use landmarks in the arena, 
and make them part of your practice. 
You can tell yourself that you can find 
Starbucks without a GPS, but it’s much 
easier if you’ve already been there 
several times.

: Is there a way to manage your 
pattern placement to show your 
horse’s strengths or hide his weak-
nesses?

SP: That’s a big part of why I try to 
stay 20 feet off the arena wall—it shows 
that my horse is in control and guides 
well. You can highlight guide and his 
gait extensions during transitions from 
one maneuver to the next, too, so plan 
to give yourself plenty of space to show 
your horse’s strengths.

KK: Depending on the size of the 
arena, if your horse circles really well, 
nail that middle and his ability to stay 
straight as you slow down or change 
leads. Show that your horse sticks with 

you. A lot of riders have a hard time 
getting past the middle marker for their 
stops, which is a penalty and changes 
the pace of your whole pattern. On 
the rider’s side, you might lose track 
of where you are, so you have to know 
where that marker is. On your horse’s 
side, he isn’t stupid. He knows he gets 
to stop somewhere around that middle 
spot on the fence, so he can cheat you. 
Whenever you have a rundown, always 
run long. Think about there being a 
magnet at the end of the arena that’s 

pulling you to it. Leaning can also im-
pact your pattern placement, because 
if your horse is leaning in his circles, he 
can’t stay straight through the middle. 
If this is your horse’s tendency, keep it 
in mind and gently guide him back and 
straighten his body.

BK: So many exhibitors have a “mon-
key see monkey do” attitude. They see 
exhibitor A win after doing an extended 
lope circle that was huge and 100 mph, 
therefore they assume exhibitor A won 
because they went 100 mph and used 

It’s important to remember that your pattern  
will look and feel different in arenas of varying 
dimensions. Some arenas will be tighter, requiring 
you to use every inch of the arena to perform a 
pattern, while in larger arenas your horse might 
run out of a gas if you try to use every inch.
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A maneuver that happens at a cone is 
self-explanatory, but you can also employ 
points of reference, such as a banner on an 
arena wall.
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the whole arena. Factually, exhibitor 
A may have received zero points for 
that circle because it may have been 
out of control or exhibitor A was out of 
balance, but somehow had an extraor-
dinary pattern on all the other maneu-
vers. Don’t try to outdo anyone. Make 
a plan for your equine partner to show 
his best attributes. If your horse has a 
shorter stride, don’t use the entire arena 
for an extended lope circle. Unless the 
pattern specifies a size, customize cir-
cles or squares to fit your horse’s stride. 
By knowing your horse’s strengths and 
weaknesses outside the pattern, you’ll 
know what areas of the pattern you can 
show off. If your horse has an area of 
weakness, remember that correctness 
is the priority.

: What common mistakes do  
you see riders make with pattern 
placement? How can we avoid them  
or fix them mid-pattern?

SP: The biggest you see in ranch 
riding is that there’s a path made after 
the first few horses go. Don’t be tempted 
to look down at the dirt. Looking down 
isn’t riding, and it affects every part of 
your pattern. When you look down at 
that dirt track, your horse is more likely 
to slow down and break gait, or when 
you go to change leads and look down, 
you lose momentum. When you have 
50 head of ranch riders on the same dirt 
(because we don’t drag the ground as in 
the reining), don’t worry about the path 
they took. Take your own.

BK: Square corners can really trouble 
riders and put their pattern placement 
off track. Whether you’re trotting or 
loping a square or it’s a stand-alone 
maneuver, you might get caught up in 
the sharpness of the turn, and forget 
the straight lines prior to and after 
the corner. I see a lot of riders whoosh 
out to a hard cutback to an, “Oops, I 
overshot,” all of which results in snaky 
line to snaky line. Straight lines might 
seem so easy you don’t need to practice 
them, but it takes hours of repetition to 
master a straight line. 

: How do you practice pattern 
placement at home so arena awareness 

becomes second nature?
BK: There’s no substitute for prac-

tice, so practice trotting and loping 
straight lines in your arena, in your 
field, wherever you practice at home. 
Practice looking straight down the  
arena. Find a point of reference to go, 
and drive your horse to that destina-
tion. When you get one perfect line, do 
one more perfect line, which usually 
ends up being 30 minutes later. Remem-
ber, you either take what you get or get 
what you take. The riders in the win-
ner’s circle aren’t watching each other 
on social media. They don’t have time 
for that because they’re practicing.

SP: I try to teach patience so my rid-
ers know how to build into something 
as they execute their pattern. Don’t be 
aggressive at the beginning and weak at 
the end—build it. Use the entire arena. 
We talk a lot about riding all the way 
through it to the finish of a maneuver 
instead of seeing your landmark and 
relaxing. You might struggle to get 
somewhere and want to relax when you 
make it. Don’t do that; ride all the way 
through to the end of your pattern.

KK: Always have markers in your 
arena. We work on knowing where 
markers are at home all the time. The 
age of rider doesn’t matter—myself 
included—we’re always working on it. I 
do something I call freestyle. I mix it up 
and counter canter, do serpentines, and 
keep my horse thinking. When you do 
this, you have to set up your horse rath-
er than be on autopilot. Go everywhere 
around your arena—steer, counter can-
ter, lope triangles. Then when you ask 
your horse to be on point and execute 
the pattern as you direct, he’ll listen.

: If you find your placement out  
of whack, what can you do to get back 
on track?

BK: Go to Plan B. Always have a 
few backup plans. Part of practicing 
patterns is messing up. You’re going 
to deviate from Plan A in practice, so 
remember how you corrected yourself. 
Pay attention to how to adjust your 
pattern pieces by making arcs larger 
or lines longer to make your pattern 
layout match the printed pattern. If 

you planned for your circle to be a 
10-meter circle and now it’s a 15-meter 
circle, guess what, if not specified in the 
pattern, the judge will never know your 
Plan A so keep showing!

KK: If you have one circle where 
your horse leaned or you didn’t focus, 
don’t weaken. Try to make up for where 
you lacked. Get your horse back on 
track and listening to you—that’s part 
of being a good rider. No matter what, 
it’s going to happen. You’re going to 
have a horse that leans and goes off the 

straight line, but you can make up for 
mistakes. Look up, find your next cone, 
and keep showing.

SP: Think about where you’re going, 
not what you’re doing. The minute you 
think in the moment, you lose perspec-
tive of where you need to be. Ride two 
strides ahead of everything. It’s hard 
to come back when you get lost. You 
tend to panic. If you can ride it out a 
couple strides and get your bearings, 
you might pull it off. Don’t get stuck or 
overthink. 




