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	   Ultimately there is no magic recipe for setting courses of any type, including those for young horses. In the 
end, having the correct philosophy will only get you so far, and there is no substitute for experience. Course 
designing for youngsters can be a daunting task for young course designers; however, in addition to the age-
specific requirements that we will talk about in our next discussion, keeping the following four principles in 
mind will put course designers well on the right path to setting good courses for young horses:	  

 
1) Have the first fence riding towards the gate as often as possible. This is particularly important for 4 and 5 

year olds, as well as for the first course of a show week for every age group. This is simply to work with 
the riders in order to give them a chance to establish a quality rhythm. With so many issues that can arise 
with youngsters due to rhythm or lack thereof, it is essential that we give them every opportunity to 
establish that quality rhythm at the start. 

2) Avoid short distances, especially for the 4, 5, and 6 year olds. I have touched on the reasons for this 
previously, but I will emphasize that the compression of stride and power is one of the final stages of 
training for young horses, and this requires a great deal of strength. It is unfair and can be detrimental to 
the development of youngsters to demand this in competition at this stage. Indeed when we do introduce 
compression on course, it must been done in a way that sets the horses up to be successful. Stress, 
tension and body soreness are the usual effects of the improper use of short distances. By giving the 
horse more space, we are encouraging full body engagement in a relaxing manner. This is not only more 
enjoyable to ride, but science has shown that muscles fire quicker and more powerfully when relaxed 
than when they are tense. Naturally this is of the utmost importance as the horse approaches the sporting 
level of our discipline. 

3) Avoid setting lines with too small a number of strides, again particularly for the 4, 5 and 6 year old 
groups. It is clear that fewer strides between jumps is more difficult due to the reduced time to make 
adjustments or rebalance. Recently there have been studies in Europe by top professionals and course 
designers that show that horses up to 4 years old have no defined stride length. For that reason we must 
give the rider time and space to adjust for their individual horse. It doesn’t take much for ‘a normal’ four-
stride line to become dangerously short or long for a green 4 year old. We will talk in more detail about 
the introduction of related distances through the progressing divisions in our next discussion, but in 
general you can never go wrong giving young horses an extra stride or two between fences. 

4) Avoid too many turns, and avoid ‘hard’ or ‘tight’ turns. This again goes back to the importance of 
rhythm, and working with the riders to establish and maintain that quality rhythm we are looking for. It’s 
true that we must give the rider a chance to rebalance with the correct use of wide spacious turns, but we 
must avoid the types of turns we use at the sporting level to test their ability to recreate energy. We must 
remember we are still at the development stages for these horses, and disrupting rhythm is one of the 
quickest routes to the Cardinal Sin of destroying the confidence of the horse. 
 

In my opinion, combining these principles with the age-specific requisites we will cover in our next discussion, will 
lead to greater success in terms of the development of young horses. For me, I consider designing for youngsters to 
really be one of the most important jobs the course designer has, as they are not only aiding in the development of 
future equine athletes, but they are playing an integral part in the economy of the business.  
 
I truly feel that quality course design can contribute to higher rates of development of youngsters into top athletes, 
which is not only great for the sport, but also increases financial return for trainers and owners. After all, we’re all in 
this together, and any way we can contribute to overall growth is positive for everyone.  
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In our next discussion, we will get into more age-specific details and the progression from a 4 year-old course to an 8 
year-old course. I hope this has been informative. As always I am available by e-mail 
peter.grant@pacificequinesport.com for anyone that has questions or would like to further this discussion. 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   	  


