LESSONS LUNGING CAN TEACH

Once your horse lunges nicely for you in the round pen or arena, you can venture out and lunge in the open, exposing him to new surroundings. Use lunging as an opportunity to teach your horse new lessons. If your horse looses focus on you, gets distracted, and turns his head away from you while lunging, bump the rope a little bit to get his attention and bring his head back on the circle. (Try not to pull, or your horse will learn to pull against you.) In addition to keeping him focused, this will also help develop suppleness.

Make sure that while you are lunging your horse, you try to maintain a soft and steady contact through the rope. Try to encourage your horse to move out on a large circle, releasing the rope so it slides through your hand as your horse moves forward and out. If the horse swings in closer on a smaller circle, don’t let the rope drag on the ground. Take in a coil or two to keep the contact constant. You may think it is awkward at first to be constantly adjusting your rope to maintain contact, but you will need to do the same thing with your reins when you ride. As you lunge your horse, he will learn the feel of your hand through the rope, and become comfortable with it. Later, when you ride him, he will recognize that same feel through the reins, and get comfort from the familiarity of it. 

You can also use lunging time to work on voice commands. To condition the horse to respond to voice commands, repeat the commands as he performs them. When he is walking, slowly repeat “walk-on”. When he trots-give him a snappy “trrrrrr-ot!” command, and keep repeating it as he trots. Use a “ and whoa” verbal cue when you stop the horse, but don’t use it if you can’t stop him! When you are first conditioning your horse to voice cues, if you repeat the "whoa" cue and he won’t stop, he won’t associate it with stopping. (It’s the same for the other cues as well.) When cantering your horse, repeat “can-ter” as he canters. Note that all the cues I use are two syllables. Two syllable cues seem to work the best, as the first syllable gives the horse direction and prepares him to respond, the second syllable elicits the response.

It is also important to teach your horse to work at different gaits and speeds. Work on teaching the horse to adjust from a trot to a jog. If he should get too fast, send a little jiggle through the rope to help slow him down. If that doesn’t work, take in a coil of rope and decrease the size of your horse’s circle.  That will slow down his forward motion and help him to collect. If the horse breaks to a walk instead of a jog, put more pressure on him to continue driving him forward at a jog. Once your horse masters collecting the trot and jogging, you can start asking your horse to canter on the lunge, to help him learn to collect himself and balance through turns. 


When preparing to canter, jog the horse on a smaller circle. Watch his leg placement, and when the horse steps on the outside hind leg, pressure the horse with a canter cue. Your goal is for your horse to rock back on that back leg, and lift himself into a nice canter. As the horse pushes off into the canter, he’ll need to move out on a larger circle. To accommodate him, make sure you let the rope slide a release through your hand, so it doesn’t jerk your horse accidentally. Without this release of the rope, the horse may be pulled out of the canter, or, he can be unbalanced and pulled into the wrong lead. Cantering on the lunge gives your horse an opportunity to learn smooth departures, balance, collection and eventually, correct leads.

Lunging can also be used to familiarize the horse with going over different terrain, over obstacles, through water, etc. When horses first negotiate over something new, they tend to lunge or rush through. This erratic approach can make a rider tense and interfere with the horse’s desire to go forward. After all, if the rider, as a leader, is tense and unsure, this unsure-ness will transmit itself to the horse, and make him tentative as well. By challenging the horse to work over/through obstacles while lunging, the horse will be prepared to negotiate obstacles quietly, when mounted, later on.

Lunging also gives you the opportunity to start working your horse in new locations, and around other horses. Take advantage of this, as it will help your horse learn that that he has to focus on you and the task at hand, regardless of distractions, and that the rules are the same, whereever you take him.

By using lunging in a progressive manner, and working through tasks slowly, you will make it easy for your horse to remain calm and willing. You can start lunging when your horse is green, then lunge him again later, as he learns to wear a saddle and bridle, and then again, when he is ready for mounting the first few times.

When your young horse is finally ready for mounting and riding, don’t mount him yourself, find a steady rider to mount him for you, while you take control of him on the lunge line. Since the horse is familiar and comfortable with your leadership and cues, it will be easy for him to learn to carry the weight of the rider without anxiety. Your contact with him through the lunge will comfort him. Once the horse understands he should remain calm and controlled while mounted, little by little, you can wean away from this extra support, and start riding him yourself. 

These are valuable lessons to work through. They will strengthen your horse’s self-confidence and carriage, help him grow mentally and physically, and prepare him to be a safe, pleasant companion, and riding horse. However, be smart, and use discretion when lunging-don’t overdo it. It is good when used correctly, but a disaster if overused or abused! (Please read warning below)

Warning: While lunging is a valuable training method to use, it can be stressful the horse’s joints if done in excess, or on footing that is too hard, soft, or slippery. It can create permanent injury to young horses whose growth plates haven’t matured enough. While costly, X-rays can help you determine if the young horse (under 3) is ready for lunging and mounted work.

Next month’s article: How to handle your horse when he tries to break away while lunging.

