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MODULE 3: Training better coordination 
for riders 

We’ve all seen them: those beautiful riders 
that just seem to naturally “flow” with the 
horse. It seems to require no effort for them 
to stay perfectly balanced on top of big 
moving horses and over crazy jumps that 
everyone else struggles with, making it look 
easy. Their horses never seem to fall on 
their forehands because the riders just 
instinctively keep them steady. These are 
the so-called “natural” riders… riders that 
have never known a moment of imbalance 
on their horses’ backs. Riders who, either 
through natural talent or years of intense 
training, seem to have been born to sit on a 
horse. Definitely not anything an average amateur rider could ever begin to achieve… Certainly 
those of us not born with this innate talent could never actually develop it, could we? It’s “God-
given” talent, not skill… or is it? 

Before we can answer that question, we must first explore what it is that makes these “natural” 
riders different from the average rider. What is it about these people that makes the 
movement with the horse seem so easy, and why are so many of these types of riders good at 
nearly every sport they try? The simple answer is, neuromuscular coordination. That basically 
means these folks are more coordinated, and with a better brain-body connection than others 
of us. It’s not a special talent, it’s how the brain and body were intended to function. Little is 
known about why some people are seemingly “born” with greater athletic facility than others, 
but there is one thing for certain: all babies are born uncoordinated, and must learn to control 
their limbs, and crawl before they can walk. This means, that seemingly natural “talent” was 
developed, not inherent. These riders’ brains simply developed better, faster, and more 
effective connections with their muscles than others’ did as they were learning to crawl and 
walk. 

It’s not that these riders are somehow “gifted”, although it may seem so. It is simply that their 
neurons are functioning optimally, while the rest of us have minor disconnections or 
miscommunications. If you’ve ever felt like you can trip over your own feet, walk into 
doorways, or fall upstairs, you know what it feels like to have sub-optimal neuromuscular 
control… You understand the feeling of being left behind in the saddle one moment, and falling 
forward the next, as the horse’s balance changes. What hope could we possibly have of riding 
in a relaxed, balanced way, when our bodies are in this state? Turns out, while there is certainly 
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a genetic predisposition at work in our neuromuscular development, there is also a lot of hope 
for those of us who didn’t develop into super-athletes on our own! 

The brain is an unfathomably powerful machine. It is constantly processing through billions of 
signals and communication pathways every second. It runs your entire body, and yet it still has 
the capability of growing and learning. Research has shown that even the brains of stroke 
patients with significant permanent damage can create new neural pathways and re-learn 
motor function that should have been permanently lost because the parts of the brain that 
normally control motor function have been completely destroyed! This should give the 
uncoordinated, unbalanced, and less than perfect riders everywhere hope. 

The truth is, “natural” coordination can be 
trained. Exercise is a powerful brain booster, 
and special exercises that target the brain’s 
function can take neuromuscular coordination 
to a heightened level that we previously 
thought was limited to people “born” with it. 
No matter how old you are, or how 
uncoordinated, your brain can be induced to 
create new neural pathways and regenerate 
pathways that have become damaged through 
injury or disuse. 

This is the difference between being generally fit, and being riding fit. Being riding fit means 
that your brain and body work together to balance and stabilize themselves automatically, 
without special conscious effort — a sense known as proprioception — while also having the 
physical capacity (strength and flexibility) to maintain that state. Ridefit was created to address 
not just cardiovascular capacity, muscle strength, and flexibility, but to actually address these 
brain/body connections that allow for a smooth integration between the horse’s movement 
and the rider’s balance. The effects are powerful, and sometimes surprising to riders who aren’t 
used to feeling that sense of natural balance. 

What is coordination?  
According to the dictionary, coordination has more than one meaning: 

1. the organization of the different elements of a complex body or activity so as to enable 
them to work together effectively. 
"both countries agreed to intensify efforts at economic policy coordination" 

cooperative effort resulting in an effective relationship. 
"action groups work in coordination with local groups to end rain forest destruction" 

2. the ability to use different parts of the body together smoothly and efficiently. 

http://ridefitnow.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Jumping-horse1.jpg
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"changing from one foot position to another requires coordination and balance" 
 

For riders, both definitions apply equally. The physical coordination required for riding is arguably some 

of the most demanding of any sport. The rider is not only entirely responsible for his/her own balance 

and body, but also those of a 1000 lb or more animal who doesn’t speak or understand the same 

language. 

Riding lessons are an exercise in multi-tasking, with instructions being offered to correct both the rider 

and the horse, and the rider must be attentive to both instructor and horse, and coordinate his/her own 

body simultaneously. This requires a significant degree of focus, attention, and physical coordination as 

the rider may hear from moment to moment: 

“Eyes up”  

“Hands down” 

“Shoulders back” 

“Step into your inside stirrup” 

“More outside leg” 

“Ride more forward!” 

If the rider is not at his or her peak for physical and mental coordination, the demands of riding – 

especially in lessons – are simply impossible to meet. It should come as no surprise that the vast 

majority of riders struggle mightily to reach only basic proficiency on their horses despite years of 

instruction.  

Yet again, while other sports have well-established training programs designed to improve coordination 

required for the specific needs of that sport, riding has lagged far behind on the physical training front. 

Many fitness programs do address coordination training, most commonly through stepping and/or 

running drills and more complex exercise combinations. Dance-style exercise programs are excellent at 

this, requiring the individual to learn, remember and perform physical combinations that improve their 

overall coordination. However, while the coordination training methodology is sound, the exercises that 

are being performed in many of these programs can be inappropriate for riders – focusing on large 

muscle groups, explosive power, and standing-type exercises, rather than the more finely controlled and 

subtle strength and mobility required for effective riding. This leaves a clear need for rider-specific 

coordination training. 

The goal of rider-specific coordination training 
A rider must be capable of simultaneously coordinating his or her balance, separately controlling each 

part of his or her body to communicate his/her intentions to the horse, interpret movement feedback 
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from the horse, and determine with split-second timing how to modify his or her own balance, intensity 

and/or mobility to best assist the horse in its own movements. Furthermore, in a lesson situation, the 

rider must also be able to hear and apply instruction appropriately based on the instructor’s visual 

interpretations of the horse’s movements, all while reconciling those instructions with their own sensory 

feedback. 

Thus, the goal of coordination training of the rider off the horse is to cause more instinctual responses in 

the rider’s body to the horse’s movement feedback (neuromuscular 

control), freeing up the rider’s mind to focus on the other aspects of 

riding; refinement of the aids, setting the horse up for success, and 

listening to the instructor’s guidance. The more ingrained the 

appropriate movement patterns are into muscle memory for the 

rider, the more automatic his or her physical responses to the horse 

will be. And, the more physically and mentally challenging the 

training, the easier the rider will find the physical and mental coordination required by riding. 

Balance and coordination go hand in hand, and so coordination training cannot be undertaken without 

challenging balance, and balance exercises are highly effective at improving coordination and body 

awareness. Similarly, coordination training also improves stability and mobility of the rider’s body, and 

so underpins the entire foundation of rider fitness training. However, coordination training can more 

directly address symmetry of movement of the rider’s body, and therefore is indispensable for 

correcting asymmetries in every aspect of riding. 

The more we can make this physical control a product of unconscious neuromuscular function, the more 

capable the rider will become at successfully managing the tremendous coordination challenge riding 

presents. 

Training coordination for riders 
There are several unique movement patterns that we want to train the rider’s body for, by way of 

coordination training. Additionally, we must train the rider’s body how to disassociate its movement in 

ways that allow for highly precise muscular control; using one muscle or joint to the exclusion of all 

others, without introducing tension into the body. 

First, the rider’s body must become highly proficient at dynamic stability – the unconscious ability to 

return to a state of equilibrium after being affected by an external force (the movement of the horse). 

Second, riders must be able to isolate and engage certain muscles in specific ways, while remaining 

passive in all other parts of their bodies. 

And finally, the rider must be trained to perform multiple, sometimes seemingly contradictory 

movements simultaneously, while remaining relaxed and mobile throughout the remainder of his or her 

body. 

The brain is an 

unfathomably 

powerful machine. 



Copyright 2016 Holistic Equestrian, Inc  P a g e  | 5 

Mental coordination and 

verbalizing during training 

 
We have demonstrated that riders 

need both physical and mental 

coordination in order to be 

successful, so as a Ridefit instructor, 

you may also wish to have your 

clients verbalize while they are 

exercising, for added benefit.  

Asking the client to recite the 

alphabet backwards or count from 

100 to 1 while performing any type 

of coordinative exercise will 

significantly increase the 

coordinative effort of any physical 

effort.  

This type of exercise can only 

benefit the rider’s overall 

coordination, especially since many 

jumper riders are required to learn 

how to count strides up to a fence, 

out loud – something which 

presents quite a challenge to a rider 

who has not become proficient at 

this type of coordination.  

Additionally, having the client recite 

back a list of words or items that 

you say to them can better prepare 

him/her for improved cognition and 

comprehension during riding 

lessons. 

The value of this type of mental 

training for the rider cannot be 

overestimated. 

 

Key physical elements of coordination 

training 
There are a number of key elements that allow the body to 

develop and increase coordination. Chief among these is 

the brain. Coordination begins with the correct wiring of 

the brain to the body, or neuromuscular control. This is the 

body’s ability to unconsciously control muscles and joints. 

Neuromuscular control is developed over time, through 

repetitive movements – such as writing with a pen. We are 

all born with limited neuromuscular capability, which must 

be developed movement by movement, as the brain 

connects each muscle and joint with a sensory experience. 

Natural asymmetries that are never identified, habituated 

movement patterns, disuse and injuries can all prevent 

balanced and correct neuromuscular function, which can 

result in major challenges for riders. 

Fortunately for us, despite the complexity of the systems at 

work, coordination training is really quite simple. All it 

requires are combination and cross-body exercises that 

challenge the body’s balance and ability to multi-task.  

Combination exercises, which require the rider to move in 

multiple ways at once, are powerful coordination training 

opportunities. These exercises can range from normal 

movements – such as standing from a prone position while 

holding something in one’s hands – to simply putting 

multiple balance-type exercises together for maximum 

challenge, e.g., kneeling on the ball while moving the upper 

body from a “half-seat” position to a “crest release” 

position, or juggling with the hands. Similarly, laying back 

on the ball with one leg raised, and making ankle flexions 

and circles is an excellent example of a coordination 

exercise. 

Cross-body exercises are also excellent for coordination 

training. Some examples of cross-body exercises are 

skipping with a twist, side-to-side crossovers, forward and 

backward toe-touches, and even seated ball balance with 

side-to-side torso rotations. Cross-body exercises not only 

improve neuromuscular coordination, but also cognitive 

function in the brain. Other cross-body exercises, which 
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might at first be overlooked as such, would include mirror movements such as rotating one arm 

forward, while the other arm rotates backwards, along with the proverbial “patting your head and 

rubbing your tummy” type of exercise. 

We’ll discuss individual coordination exercises in much greater depth in the Ridefit Exercises modules. 

Suffice it to say, there are numerous options for the Ridefit instructor to draw on to help his/her clients 

attain a greater degree of physical and mental coordination. 

In conclusion, we cannot stress enough how important coordination training is for riders, who must be 

capable of multi-tasking both mentally and physically, on a level that is unmatched in any other physical 

sport that comes to mind.  

Module 3 Questions 

1. What is coordination training? 

 

2. What qualities do naturally “gifted” riders demonstrate? 

 

3. “Neuromuscular control” refers to what capability of the human body? 

 

4. What role does the brain play in coordination training? 

 

5. How do injuries affect coordination? 

 

6. Aside from riding, what other areas of life will coordination training impact or improve? 


