How Long Does Training Take?

1. “I just bought a green 5 year old. He’s had 4 owners before me, and they all did some training with him, although he’s never been to a professional trainer. He’s had lots of ground work and round penning, and has already been saddled and mounted some. He’s had a little bit of both English and Western style riding. He’s on the nervous side and he’s really stubborn, but since he’s had so much training already- will you be able to finish his training in one or two months?”  

2. “I have an early 2 year old that I raised from a baby. He should be easy to train, he’s like a big lap dog-he’s spoiled, and he’s not scared of anything! I was going to train him myself, but he has gotten some bad habits so my Mom won’t let me. He tries to bite me all the time, and he also sometimes rears up and strikes out. I don’t think he is trying to hurt me or be mean to me, I think he just wants to play. Can I bring him to you for 60-90 days of training-nothing fancy, just a walk, trot, and lope?”

3. “I’d like riding lessons on my 9 year old mare to get her ready for the show season in a few months. Also, I can’t always get the bridle on her, she won’t stand still for me to mount and, she has also learned to break away when tied.”

As a professional trainer, I get requests such as these all the time. They all differ, yet they all have something in common: That is, people have no idea how much time it takes to properly train a horse and condition his behavior so that he is a cooperative, trusting, calm, and safe horse to handle and ride. 


In a holistic sense, proper training of a horse should begin when he is young, as soon as he is born if possible, and should continue throughout his growing years. This doesn’t necessarily mean full training sessions 5 times a week, but rather, consistent and correct daily handling that involves developing acceptable behavior based on trust and respect, and also correcting and discouraging unacceptable behaviors.  Proper handling encourages and allows the horse to enjoy the learning process and prepares him to face new experiences with curiosity. On the other hand, improper handling creates anxiety in the horse, stifles his ability to learn and makes him reluctant and fearful of new tasks or experiences. 

Each time a horse is handled, his behavior is being conditioned, his character is being shaped, and he is being trained. You may be doing something basic-like leading him from his stall to his paddock-and it may not seem like a training session, but every moment that you are with your horse you are helping the horse develop behavioral patterns that will follow him for his lifetime. 

When handling your horse, even if it’s only for a few minutes, you need to give him appropriate rules to follow. Rules such as leading correctly without pulling ahead or dragging back, stopping when you stop, not moving into your body space or bumping into you, can really help the horse learn how to respect you and follow your lead. When done correctly, a 5 minute walk from stall to paddock becomes part of the horse’s positive training experience building respect and creating safe habits. Done incorrectly, and without appropriate rules to follow, the 5 minute walk becomes a negative training experience in which the horse can learn to dominate the situation and take control of us. Without respect and trust, the horse behaves any way that suits him at the moment, regardless of what you have in mind for him!

The correct and consistent handling of a young horse creates a solid foundation, builds strong character, and prepares the horse to advance in his training. Without it, the training of the horse is incomplete, and will eventually manifest itself somehow as resistance, bad attitude, anxiety, or fear. With all that being said, let’s go back to the inquiries above.

The first one refers to a 5 year old green horse that has had several owners, and a variety of “unprofessional” training exposures. Each owner most likely had his/her own set of rules and their own methods of handling/training. Each person offers the horse a different feel and method of communication, different cues and systems of re-enforcements. The history of this horse is so full of inconsistencies that it’s no wonder the horse is nervous!  

Without consistent handling, the horse has no way of knowing how to behave, what the rules are, or what is expected of him. Horses are social animal that want to fit in and cooperate, but, with so many changes, the horse has no clue. Being unsure of how to behave, a horse will often shut down and appear to be stubborn, when in reality, he’s just suffering from confusion. 

The current owner thinks that because of all these experiences, this horse has a “head start” with his training, when in reality, it is a set-back, interfering with his ability to develop respect & trust. The horse doesn’t have any sense at all as to who’s in charge, and he can be leery of recognizing any one person as a qualified leader. The tension and stubbornness that has now become part of the horse’s character will have to be reversed. Only time, and lots of correct and consistent handling can help the horse reshape his thinking. And still, when things get tough, the horse may revert back to his old anxious and stubborn ways. 5 years of confusion is hard to undo in 5 weeks. The answer to question #1 is no, it will take a lot longer. 

The second inquiry is about a 2 yr. old that was raised without any rules of respect, becoming spoiled and aggressive. The biting and striking out are forms of play among horses, but not appropriate for horse-human interaction, putting the handler at risk of injury. Before being started under saddle, this horse needs to go through submission training to learn respect, accept leadership, and reshape his thinking to be more submissive toward you. This can be accomplished in the round pen by using tasks that put pressure on the horse such as outside turns and backing. 

In addition to changing the horse’s character and attitude toward us, the horse needs  to accept the bridle, bit, and saddle, and how to ground drive or long line (a valuable training process that helps desensitize the horse and teaches him to steer, stop and back.) He needs to learn to stand for mounting and to carry a rider’s weight.  This is already quite a list of tasks to accomplish in such a short period of time.

As an early 2 yr. old, the horse is not mature enough physically or emotionally to work heavily. The growth plates in his legs haven’t matured and closed yet, so the amount of work in the round pen or lunging needs to be limited. The 60-90 days of training at this point is a good plan to get the horse started, but physically, the horse is not ready to be schooled fully at a walk, trot and lope just yet. Even when training an older horse, developing the level of impulsion and collection required for a proper jog or lope can take from 2-3 months. Also, the owner of this 2 yr. old needs to be trained to develop the leadership skills necessary for handling such an aggressive horse. The answer: 60-90 days is a good to get started right now, but plan on more training time in another year, after the horse physically matures. 

The third question is about riding lessons and preparing to show, but the horse has some obvious gaps in her training and needs to go through some ground work. This horse needs a review of manners to be more accommodating and respectful. She needs to learn to lower her head on cue for bridling, and also to stand still, for both mounting and tying. She also needs to learn that she can’t break away when tied. All of these issues show a lack of respect on the horse’s part. The riding lessons should wait until the horse and the owner address and resolve the ground manners. How long it takes to correct the ground issues is partly determined by how long the problem has been going on. If the horse has just started breaking ties, she will be faster to correct then a horse that has been breaking ties for many years. Also, preparing to show takes more than just good riding; the horse may need spook-proofing, practice traveling to new places, and arena riding in a group with other horses, etc.   

Can they be ready in a few months?  Perhaps they can be ready to start going to shows, but probably not ready enough to start winning ribbons! 


In all 3 situations above, it is not just the horses that need training, but the owners themselves that need to correct their own handling methods. They need to learn how to correctly cue and communicate with their horses, how & when to use re-enforcements, how to offer correct leadership, and how to earn respect and trust.  In many cases, it takes just as much time for the handlers to be trained or retrained, as it does for the horses. What works the best in all cases, is for each training project to be approached realistically and holistically, so that both the handler and the horse are granted the gift of time and patience as is needed to build good character, and to develop a trusting, respectful and joyous working relationship with each other. Good luck in your search for harmony with your horse!

If you have any questions regarding this article or any training issues, feel free to contact Juli

  815-568-0017
          jsrequiene@gmail.com
           www.goldengaitstable.com
(2007 Juli S. Realy practitioner of Progressive Training Methods

 For example; your horse is eager to get out. He is ready to rush out of the stall when you open the door.  As he pushes forward you throw a rope around his neck, He eagerly walks out so fast you can barely keep up with him. You open the gate, he rushes through brushing you in the process, and you quickly slide the rope of his neck. Mission accomplished-yes? 

What was accomplished here, was allowing the horse to take total leadership of the situation. First, he showed disrespect by pushing forward into you as you open the stall door. Instead of being quick to get that rope around his neck before you loose him, you should block his way out (carrying a whip if you need to), and make him step back and wait. Then, put a halter on him instead of a just a rope around his neck to get better control over him. After haltering him,  make him wait as you step trough the doorway first, then let him follow. 

Next, since your horse is eager, go ahead and walk quickly with him, but do not let him pass your shoulder. At the gate, first cue the horse to stop and wait for you to go through first, then take him into the paddock and turn him around so that he faces you as you remove the halter. This way he can’t brush into you to pass you as he moves off.

addock, the time you are with him, and the horses behavioral patterns are being formed.  e appropriate time to teach the horse to respect you and your leaderships. Low stress training can be started. Things like, teaching the horse to lead correctly from both sides. 
