
 

 

Helpful tips for riding a dressage test 

A crash course 

 

Dressage is a precise and exacting sport, but can be oh so very rewarding when you really click 

with your horse and perform a good test together. Below is a small crash course of info and 

helpful hints for riding a good beginner’s dressage test – I hope you find them useful! – 

 

Tack and dress 

• For a proper dressage show the rider would usually wear white breeches, a show shirt of 

conservative colour, a black or navy jacket and black boots/gaiters. It is compulsory to 

wear gloves, which may be black or white. Sneaky hint: black gloves hide your hand 

errors better! For an informal show just make sure you are neat and tidy and in 

conservative one-tone colours like black and white.  

• Horses must be ridden in a simple snaffle bridle for lower tests and no martingales are 

allowed. Preferably a white numnah should be used. For an informal show, again just 

make sure the horse is clean and tidy, and has the right tack. Also keep numnah colours 

conservative, i.e. black, grey or navy if you do not have white.  

The way things work 

• In dressage shows you get a specific time slot to do your tests. Make sure you give 

yourself plenty of time to get the grounds, prepare your horse for riding and warming up. 

Horses get excited at shows, even small ones, and will need a bit more time to settle. 

Budget about an hour, hour and a half before you ride. This also gives you time to check 

the show schedule in case some people could not make it, in which case you may have to 

ride earlier than you scheduled time. 

• Do not be late for your test, the judges will not wait for you! 

• Always start by going round to introduce yourself and your horse to the judges so that 

they can write your name on your tests papers.  

• The judge will ring the bell when they are ready for you to begin your test. If you take 

more than 60 seconds to enter the arena after the bell is gone you will get a penalty. 

• A dressage test must be ridden in silence. You may not talk to or click at your horse, or 

ask the person calling your test or anyone else a question etc. The judge will ring the bell 

and tell you where you went wrong if you go the wrong way. After the third time you go 

the wrong way you will be eliminated from the show, so learn your test! Do not speak 

again until you have left the arena completely – unless in case of emergency. Being in 

silence shows you and your horse understand the aids, that is the voiceless 

communication tools between a horse and rider.  

 



 

 

Riding the test 

• It is a good idea to start in the rein that your horse is most comfortable with, as then you 

will make a more confident entry.  

• When you enter, make sure to ride in a straight line down the centre line, no wobbles. It 

helps to have the horse/pony in quite a nice forward walk or trot to do this.  

• Make sure you horse is standing stock still when you halt. 

• When you salute the judge, it doesn’t matter what hand you raise, it must just be the one 

without your riding whip in.  

• Be accurate! For example, when the test says you must be trotting, you must work as hard 

as you need to to keep the horse in trot. You will lose a lot of marks if you are doing 

something other than what the test dictates at any given time as it shows the horse and 

rider are not disciplined or are not able to do the things required.  

• Also on accuracy, make sure you perform the movements in the test at the letters that test 

says you should do them. Ideally your stirrup should be in line with the letter when you 

perform the movement required at the letter required.  

• Always try your best to ride into your corners. It shows you understand how to ride your 

arena properly and that you can control your horse well. Sneaky hint: it also buys you 

time to prepare better or fix a problem before your next movement! 

• Again, it is seriously important to know your dressage tests well, so if for some reason 

you don’t hear the caller or they call wrong, you are still in the know. The judges mark 

you, not the caller for what you do in the arena, so even if they make a mistake, you will 

take the fall for it. 

• Try your best to ride every movement with confidence and purpose, that is with your 

horse moving actively rather than too slowly. It just looks so much better if there is more 

energy and enthusiasm in your test.  

• Most important of all: even though it can be a pressured sport, never forget to smile and 

actually enjoy riding your show test – there is no other feeling quite like it when it is you 

and your horse all dolled up like a dog’s dinner doing your thing in that arena! Treasure 

that.  
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