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MODULE 9: Breaking down the Exercises 
- Coordination Exercises 

This module focuses on the various coordination exercises that Ridefit instructors can utilize to improve 

their clients’ coordination for riding. These exercises are by no means the end all and be all of 

coordination exercises. In fact, each certified Ridefit instructor is strongly encouraged to continually 

grow their repertoire of coordination exercises that will help clients challenging their bodies’ “status 

quo” in all areas of mind and body coordination. The exercises outlined here are simply the beginning of 

the amazing, and sometimes mine-boggling world of coordinative exercise. 

Core Ridefit Coordination Exercises 

Skip with a twist 
Primary objective: develops cross-body coordination while raising the body temperature, heart rate, 

and stimulating cognitive function of the brain. 

Performing the exercise: Client skips in the traditional way, diagonal leg and arm 

swinging forward together. Once a steady skipping motion has been achieved, add a 

twist of the upper body, head and eyes to each side towards the leg that is lifted. 

Skipping itself is an effective coordination exercise, but the movement of the eyes 

allows the rider to increase the coordinative and cognitive effectiveness of the exercise. 

Modifications: performing this exercise in a riding arena or other soft surface will 

increase the coordinative effort, as well as the difficulty. Lengthen or shorten the 

duration depending on the rider’s fitness level. Skipping may be done on straight or 

curved lines. In the case of curved lines, the direction should be changed halfway through to provide 

even development of both sides of the body, just as with the horse. 

Additional notes: It is important that the Ridefit Instructor keep a close eye on the client during this 

exercise, as it is not unusual to find a client who has become lateral in his or her body, and who struggles 

with the diagonalization of the skipping motion. These clients will need to be encouraged to stop and 

think through the diagonal movement, walking the steps at first, until their brains re-create the diagonal 

neuropathways (sometimes this takes only a split-second, sometimes a minute or two). 

Skip backwards (no twist) 
Primary objective: reversing the direction of a skip challenges the brain to create new neural pathways 

and adapt to changes in balance differently. Studies show that doing a movement the body is familiar 

with, backwards, increases nearly every benefit that can be gained from the exercise.i 
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Performing the exercise: using the same diagonal movement and hop as a forward skip, skip in a 

backwards direction. 

Modifications: this exercise may be started very slowly for riders whose balance is tenuous, and sped up 

for riders who need a greater challenge. Again, performing the exercise on soft ground, such as a riding 

arena, will add to the challenge and balance/coordination benefits. 

Additional notes: some clients may find that skipping backwards is a significant coordination challenge. 

They should be encouraged to keep trying until they “get it”. 

Walking toe touches 
Primary objective: improved coordination from the cross-body exercise utilizing the eyes as a stimulant 

for the brain to develop more neuropathways. 

Performing the exercise: walking forward, lift each foot up in front of the body 

while reaching across the body with the opposite arm to touch the toes of the foot 

with the hands. The key to this exercise is to ensure that the eyes stay focused on 

the hand as it reaches across and down to touch the foot. 

Modifications: This may be done at speed as the rider’s balance and coordination 

improve, adding a jump from foot to foot. This will have the added benefit of 

making the exercise more cardiovascular in nature. Performing this exercise, as others, in soft footing 

will increase the coordinative effort. 

Additional notes: riders who suffer with vertigo may have difficulty with this exercise, and should be 

encouraged to go slowly. 

Backward heel touches 
Primary objective: increase the coordinative effort of the walking toe touches by reversing the direction 

and movement. 

Performing the exercise: stepping backwards, the rider should lift each foot behind the 

body, reaching around with the opposite hand and touching the heel. As in the walking 

toe touches, the eyes should remain focused on the hand with each step. The rider may 

be encouraged to let her weight drop into her lower body to stabilize balance during this 

exercise. 

Modifications: there will be no benefit gained by doing this exercise at speed, as it 

reduces the coordinative and balance requirements of the exercise. Slowing it down 

even more will increase the challenge, in fact. 

Additional notes: riders who suffer from vertigo may not be able to do this exercise at all. Riders who 

wear glasses may also have a greater challenge with this exercise, as their eyes may have to focus 

beneath their glass lenses, making a shift between corrected and uncorrected vision. They should be 

encouraged to take the exercise slowly until their brains adjust to the visual change. 
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Reverse Heel Kicks 
Primary objective: in addition to the general balance, coordination and cardiovascular benefits of 

jogging backwards, this exercise is a practice of fine motor control for the entire leg. The rider should 

attempt to actually touch their buttocks with their heels, which requires quick alternation of hamstring 

contraction and relaxation, and a very flexible and relaxed ankle.  

Performing the exercise: rider should jog lightly in a backwards direction while 

“snapping” each heel up towards the buttocks one step at a time. This may be 

performed in straight or curved lines, with a duration of at least 60 seconds. 

Modifications: as with most of these exercises, doing this in the soft footing of an arena 

will make it a much more effective fitness exercise. 

Additional notes: riders with tight quadriceps muscles may find this exercise more 

challenging before mobility exercises that release tension through the hip flexors, than 

after. The hamstrings must contract to bring the heel towards the buttock, but if they remain 

contracted, the rider will be unable to reach their buttock with their heel. Therefore, the hamstring 

contraction must be very quick, and it may help to think of “flinging” one’s heel towards one’s buttocks 

in this movement. 

Side to Side crossovers 
Primary objective: stepping across the body, alternating the leg coming across in front and behind the 

other leg, makes this exercise a great coordination challenger. Adding a twist puts the brain into high 

gear and mobilizes the spine. 

Performing the exercise: rider should jog sideways stepping one foot across the other, alternately 

stepping in front and behind the other leg. As the ride adapts to this coordination and balance, they 

should add a twist of the upper body with each step. This should be repeated going the other direction, 

with the other leg crossing.  

Modifications: riders should start this exercise at a walk until they have become confident in the 

coordination and balance of the crossing. Only then should the twist be added. This exercise will 

become more effective with speed, so as the rider becomes more and more adept at this coordination, 

they should be encouraged to add speed and intensity. 

Additional notes: riders should be encouraged to develop control in this exercise so that they do not 

have a tendency to “flop” through the twist.  

“Apollo Ohno’s” 
Primary objective: diagonal coordination and abductor engagement. 

Performing the exercise: rider should gently hop from one foot to the other in a wide stance, crossing 

the free leg behind the leg that is bearing weight – which should be in a flexed position, while bringing 
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the opposite arm across the body, in a similar stance to an ice skater’s speed stroke. This motion should 

be repeated from foot to foot, in a continuous fashion for at least 60 seconds. 

Modifications: this exercise may be made much more challenging by deepening the stance of the 

supporting leg with each side to side hop.  

Additional notes: an external hip stretch or hip and shoulder twists would be a good follow up to this 

exercise to prevent soreness in the abductor muscles. 

Table Leg/Arm Lift 
Primary objective: challenge cross-body coordination and improve diagonal motor control. 

Performing the exercise: the rider should begin on hands and knees, with knees directly beneath hips, 

and hands directly beneath shoulders. Then, one arm and the diagonal leg should be lifted and held up 

for a minimum of 60 seconds. The neck and head should be held so that the spine is neutrally aligned. 

The leg and arm should be held up and in alignment with the body. The rider should “reach” with the 

arm and leg, to create positive tension through the whole body. 

Modifications: this exercise may be made more challenging by 

adding the following modifications: 

 Making a “crunch” movement by bringing the knee 

forward towards the chest, while bringing the diagonal elbow to 

touch the knee, and then straightening both again will increase the coordinative effort of this 

exercise. 

 Bringing the arm and leg out to the side of the body so that they are perpendicular to the rest of 

the body will increase both the coordination and stability requirements of the exercise. This 

position may be held, or may be alternated with the normal position. 

 This exercise can be brought to a completely different level of challenge by performing it from 

the foot rather than knee. It then becomes similar to a plank on one arm, but with the leg raised 

as well. 

Additional notes: many riders will try to lift their heads up and look straight ahead, but this should not 

be encouraged, as it can cause strain to the neck. Additionally, spreading the fingers of the supporting 

hand, and flattening the top of the foot onto the mat may provide additional balance support during this 

exercise. 
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Module 9 Questions 

1. Why are cross-body exercises important for riders? 

2. How does greater coordination improve riding? 

3. Why might a rider become “lateral” in his or her own body? 

4. Name 3 things that can be improved by exercising backwards over forwards. 

5. Why does slowing down increase the challenge of the Backward Heel Touch exercise? And, why 

does speeding up decrease the coordination challenge? 

                                                           
i
 http://thetimes-tribune.com/news/health-science/walking-backward-is-forward-thinking-1.1317667 


