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Dressage is tough in its own right.  And when riders sabotage themselves by not preparing or thinking, a tough task becomes really tough.  I have written these notes to help prepare riders who are new to competition.  I will not address gaits, submission, impulsion or training/riding techniques – these are issues to tackle between you, your horse and your dressage instructor.  Instead, these notes suggest execution strategies that will allow you to best demonstrate your dressage riding skills.  None of them are especially clever, but when nerves kick in our minds tend to shut down.  Hopefully these notes will help you keep your mind in the game and encourage you to develop yourself as a thinking rider and competitor.  
In addition to these notes, the USDF has an excellent short document titled “Dressage Protocol.”  Their suggested protocol may vary slightly between dressage and event competitions, but it is an excellent resource.   http://www.usdf.org/docs/competitions/handbook/AppendixD-DressageProtocol.pdf
· Know your dressage test, but be careful of practicing it too much. 

Horses learn patterns quickly.  If you ride your exact test too many times, you may find your horse anticipating the next movement.  Instead, incorporate the toughest portions of the test into your dressage work in the weeks leading up to the competition.  Also, walk OR trot the entire pattern, telling your mind where you should be in a different gait.  
· Ensure you and your horse are clean and well turned out in the appropriate tack and dress.

Good turn-out is a sign of respect and appreciation to the time and effort put into a competition by your judge and show staff.  
· Know the challenges of your arena size (small or large).

Dressage shows generally use a large (20m x 60m) arena, whereas events are required to use a small (20m x 40m) arena.  When going back and forth between the two, you may find significantly different challenges to each.  In the large arena, many of your movements last longer.  Your centerline, diagonal changes, and long sides require you to maintain the movement over a greater distance, which can be difficult for green horses who are still developing good balance.  Whereas, in the short arena, the movements may come at you much quicker than you expected!  Also, the geometry of certain movements can change significantly between the large and small arena.  For example, riding across the “short diagonal” (‘M’ to ‘E’ -or- ‘K’ to ‘B’) in a small arena requires a much greater turn angle than does the same movement performed in a large arena.  
· Verify the “proceed signal” for your arena (whistle, bell, duck call …).

Many shows will have a posting near the arena which indicates the signal being used in that arena.  If time permits, try to hear the signal a few times before your ride time.  This is especially important when several arenas are located in close proximity - it’s amazing how many sounds you will think are your signal during those final moments of anxious waiting.  If you have serious doubts about whether your signal has been given, politely ask the steward or scribe as appropriate/possible. 
· Use your time riding around the outside of the arena wisely.

If you watch a Grand Prix dressage rider riding around the outside of the arena just before beginning their test, there is never a dull moment – the last moments of preparation are crammed with transitions, changes in bend, pirouettes, small circles, and etc.  Now watch a Beginner Novice event rider ride around the outside of the arena just before beginning their test.  It will bore you to death!  Very rarely do you see anything but straight lines at the working trot.  Why?  Maybe the horse can’t do a canter pirouette, but he certainly can do wavy lines, walk-trot transitions, 15 meter circles, shallow leg-yields – all designed to get the horse supple, engaged and concentrating.  Different horses will flourish with different movements just prior to entering the arena, and it is your job as the rider to discover what works (and what doesn’t!).  
Also, use this time to address any phobias your horse suddenly acquires! If your green horse is terrified of the judge’s box – address the issue BEFORE you enter the arena.  Don’t be afraid to spend your entire time waiting for the judges signal, going back and forth and around the judge’s box, with lots of transitions and changes of direction.  You should have a good understanding of how to resolve the issue with your horse – does he need a tap with the whip?  A calm voice and pat on the neck?  Time to just stand and stare at the horse-eating judge?  Whatever needs to be done, do it BEFORE you enter the arena!  The first thing you will ask your horse to do in the arena is march straight at this terrifying thing with confidence, relaxation and poise – if he thinks it’s going to eat him before he’s in the arena, he is very unlikely to find a miraculous cure to his phobia as he trots down the centerline!   

· Don’t rush into the arena.

After the judge gives his/her signal, you have 45 seconds to enter the arena and begin your test (true for both dressage and eventing competitions).  Before your show, at home, get familiar with how far you can travel in 45 seconds.  You may be surprised just how much you can do in 45 seconds.  If you are 10 feet from the entrance when the judge gives his/her signal, resist the urge to leap into the arena.  The judge’s signal creates a Pavlovian response in many riders – their heart rate increases, their body becomes stiff, the butterflies in their stomach take off, and they panic!  Luckily, within 10 to 15 seconds, most people will normalize and begin functioning again.  So, when you hear the signal and you are at the letter ‘A’, take a deep breath, do a figure of eight around ‘A’, and begin your test after the moment of panic has passed.
· Make a wide turn into the arena.

Top level dressage horses can easily make a 6 or 8 meter turn just skirting ‘A’ and come out perfectly on the centerline (in a collected canter!) – Beginner Novice event horses… not so much!  If you haven’t been schooling working trot pirouettes at home (I’d like to see that!), don’t ask your horse to miraculously perform one just seconds before entering the dressage arena  – instead, maximize the space available to you (sometimes the space can be quite minimal; other times it is substantial).  Make a wide soft turn and be sure you are on the center line long before you enter the arena and the judge starts marking your movements.  You may need to do a little jig around the marker (and flowers?!) at ‘A’, but moving 2 feet off and back on the centerline isn’t too difficult if you are straight to begin with.  

· Ride straight to the judge – be aware if they are actually sitting on the centerline.

Good eye contact with the judge is a display of respect and confidence.  It also gives you a point in the distance to ride directly at.  Most often, the judge will be seated directly on the straight line between the letters ‘A’ and ‘C’.  However, occasionally, the judge will be slightly offset from the centerline, in which case I would recommend riding straight at the judge (who probably doesn’t even realize they are off the line).  
· Be accurate.
When I say “Be accurate”, I am not talking so much about making your transitions perfectly at the letter – this type of accuracy comes from correct and extensive training and communication between horse and rider.  You should try your best to be accurate in this respect, but know that it may take some time before it’s possible.  Instead, I am talking about being accurate in using the geography of the arena.  Know precisely where the “4 points” of your 20 meter circle fall in the arena and hit those points!  If the test calls for a circle, do not give the judge an egg or a square!  Make your turn up the centerline the right size so you do not have to correct your line as you come towards the judge.  Ride letter to letter when going across the diagonal.  Know whether your final halt is at X or G!  In the upper levels, most every test will start at a baseline of being accurate – but at the lower levels, you can give yourself a real advantage by not throwing away points by misusing geography!

· As you leave the arena, smile and say “thank you!” – and thank your horse too!

I think the reason for this goes without saying – if you have no other reason to be happy about your test, at least remember to demonstrate good sportsmanship!
· At the end of your test, ask your horse to leave the arena; don’t let him fall or wander out.
Take a look at some of the upper level dressage tests and see how many movements are performed right at the letter ‘A’ – like the rein-back, a 10 meter canter circle, walk-canter transition, etc.  If you begin your competitive dressage career by allowing your horse to wander out the gap at ‘A’ – it may come back to bite you later.  I have always told students to do a small circle when they get to ‘A’, and then ask the horse to walk straight out of the arena at ‘A’.  A few years ago, I was told that the rules had changed which prohibited this action in order to expedite the time of getting one horse out of the arena and the next horse in.  I have not been able to locate such verbiage in the rulebook, so if anyone knows where it is, please let me know.  However, this unverified information has caused me to alter my advice.  Now, I suggest turning in towards the center line when you reach ‘M’ or ‘H’, and then making another turn straight out of the arena towards ‘A’ when you reach the centerline.  This way, the horse does not learn to wander or duck out at the gap at ‘A’ – but you have not willfully delayed your exit from the arena. 
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