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I’ve been giving dressage-based riding lessons fulltime for fifteen years.  Before that I evaluated human and program effectiveness for twenty years.

When I founded the non-profit organization, Centaur Rising, in 2005; I welcomed program evaluation enthusiastically.  Finally I could learn whether my dressage lessons have made any difference at all in the world!

Hmmmm, you might say, “It’s only recreation.  It’s only horseback riding.”  It’s not the way I’ve regarded my work for fifteen years.  There are so many “life lessons” that hopefully were learned in the process of “learning to ride”.

I volunteered to give a presentation at the American Youth Horse Council (AYHC) Symposium in Denver in March 2007.  It was called “Involvement with Horses:  Future Success in Life”.   In preparation I completed many face-to-face and telephone interviews.  These were with former students, parents of former students, and other youth horse program administrators.  I also did literature reviews concerning the impact on the child of the horse-human relationship.

Linda Kohanov, author of The Tao of Equus and Riding Between the Worlds, turned me on to a very weighty book, Radical Knowing.  Christian DeQuincey was quick to remind me that our Western “way of knowing”, the “Philosophy of Science” class I wholeheartedly consumed in graduate school 30 years ago, is only one way of knowing.  Many indigenous people don’t think of animals as something to be acted upon.  DeQuincey’s concept of intersubjectivity forms the basis of an organization he’s since founded called “The Center for Interspecies Research”.

I was captivated with deQuincey’s seven levels of consciousness.  Egads!  This is just what I do in the riding arena!  It also illuminates why we don’t just love horses.  We love dressage!

I’ve since adapted deQuincey’s level to six steps that form the philosophical basis for Centaur Rising.  I consider these six steps to be the evolutionary model for a horse person.  Let me tell you about them….

Connection is what attracts us to horses in the first place.  Lots of people love horses from a distance.  We congenital horse lovers know that the touch, the smell and the rhythm of the horse are things that incurably engulf us and will not let us go.

The next step is confidence.  Kids gain a lot of self-esteem in learning how to ride.  Also, the most successful dressage riders have the confidence not to hold back but to “go for it”.

Communication skills come next.  We all know we never learn enough about communicating with a horse.  The more we learn, the more we humbly realize that a lot of our communication is muddled with the “things we never really meant to say”.

Compassion is what distinguishes the true horse person from all lesser “wannabes”.  Have you read Dressage Masters?  That book exudes compassion for the horse!  So does the website of the late Tom Dorrance, recognized as the “father of natural horsemanship”.  Just as we can never learn enough about communication, we can always learn more about compassion too!

One doesn’t get very far with horses without commitment.  To be successful one must “put the time in”.  Compassion teaches us that we have a commitment to the dumb (speechless, not stupid) animal’s lifelong welfare.

DeQuincey calls his highest level “unitive consciousness”.  This is where we take the “intersubjectivity” we’ve learned from interspecies communication and apply it to other people, other creatures, and other nations.  At Centaur Rising we call this highest step community.

So how does all of this relate to the impact of teaching dressage to young people? 

Not enough can be said for the need for connection with the natural world.  Have you noticed young people these days: I-pod ear buds removed only to answer the cell phone?  Linda Kohanov argues that some of the nations most “successful” people are so disconnected from the natural world that they don’t even know themselves anymore.

Lots of horse disciplines teach confidence.  But dressage has taken interspecies communication to a much higher level than other disciplines.  We must be supple, balanced and attentive in our own bodies so that our messages have any hope of coming “through”.

I interviewed former students, who are now young adults and parents.  Awareness, empathy and communications, they say, have served them well.

We’ve all seen young people who excel with horses but who have no compassion for them.  These kids are missing out on the most important lesson to be learned from working with horses.  Former students who mentioned that they learned compassion are those who now say they reap the benefits with their relationships with people.

“What kept you involved with horses during the tumultuous teenage years?”  The former students all mentioned goals.  It’s not just the next year of competition.  In dressage, regardless of shows, it’s the next level of training.  Parents, of course, need to support the young person’s commitment.  Tangible success for former students comes for those whose parents required scholastic achievement along with equestrian commitment.

There is also much to be said for the potential positive influence of the community of the riding stable.  At Centaur Rising we teach our young students how to teach others.  They give back as they receive.

Hopefully my observations have given you a glimpse of the many benefits to be gained through the teaching of dressage to young people.  Please let me know if you would to hear more about the many benefits of teaching young people about dressage.

Kristann Cooper, with an MS in counseling psychology, is Executive Director of Centaur Rising.  The 501©(3) nonprofit organization works to restore Man’s connection with Nature.  The welfare of all horses is our primary mission, as is the promise of personal growth for humans.  This is accomplished through the teaching of classical horsemanship.  Please visit our website at www.CentaurRising.org.  Reach us at info@CentaurRising.org or 303-838-5086.  Your financial support is very much needed for our work to continue.  Thank you!

