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Space Consciousness - by Dolores Arste

"Never invade my hoola hoop of space."

In the article on a horse’s responsibility I outlined that a horse should never offer to come closer than the length of our arm plus 5 feet or slightly more than the length of a standard dressage whip. . This distance is for the average sized person and the averaged size horse. This is because if he maintains this distance as a default, you cannot get kicked, you cannot get bitten and you cannot get struck even if they should rear.  
   
Even in a herd if all of the horses know to maintain this space as a default, you cannot get caught between two horses. To me, this is just another sign of a polite horse. Should the horse get scared or spooked or even overly exuberant, he will not land on you

Starting in the stall. 

A lot of us may have started teaching our horse clicker training by using a target. Sometimes, we don’t pay attention to the details of space when we start this work so it becomes common for the horse to hang their head over the stall door and into our space. 

Initially, I don’t want to discourage any effort on his part to touch the target so, in the stall, I will allow this. However, as soon as the horse shows me that they understand the game, I will present the target inside the stall doorway. Usually by this time, we have a horse that can stay behind a guard or an open stall door. When he touches the target, I stand up tall and with intent will step into the stall and feed the treat behind the horse’s nose. This will require that he at least tuck his nose and better still tucks his nose and backs up a step to get the treat. 

Forever more, I will not feed the treat nor click if their nose is outside the door. If you have visitors that are not horse savvy or children, it is far safer to have all horses heads inside the stall. When there, there is no chance of being accidentally bitten or having a head accidentally bop you. Those heads are heavy you know. 

At liberty or a 12’ line  Either at liberty or on a 12’ line, start the horse moving. The second he is at the required distance, click and reward. To reward be sure to go deliberately to him and position the reward behind his nose towards his chest so that at the least he must tuck his nose to get the treat and better yet, he might take a step back. .In doing this you are using the clicker training term “Click for behavior, feed for position”.

Now you have the horse in front of you in a position that is too close. So, you have the perfect opportunity to ask him to back up to the default position. So, go ahead and ask for the back up or on a pushy horse demand a backup. Remember that this is a safety issue that will serve you and your horse forever more. No one can be afraid of a horse that does not approach uninvited.  If you have a herd and they all come galloping up to see you and they all stop 10 feet away, it is a beautiful thing to see. 

So, we have just given the horse a click for being 10’ away and we’ve walked up to him and positioned the treat so that they had to tuck their nose and taken a step back. I will only ask for the tucked nose. In the next steps you will get the side benefit of the back up. 

We will then back up and slip rope to the initial position. If the horse stays, Click and walk back to him to treat. Be very generous with your clicks so that he is successful at staying back. After many repetitions of this, the horse is staying back as we retreat. 

Now we will teach him to back up out of our space bubble

With the horse now positioned in a “too close” place ask him to put himself in default position by standing tall and being a tree. The goal is for the horse to glide back to the correct position. The steps to get to this are these:

You have just stood yourself up tall. Its now up to you to “take over the real estate” in a 10’ circle around you. It is important to note that this will not be about moving the horse. It will be about the horse understanding and relinquishing the space voluntarily. Think of it as a game first take over the length of your arm. Have you ever swung you’re your arms as a child. Your arms extend full length and you just swing. You are not aiming for the horse, but if the horse happens to not have noticed that you have stood tall and started swinging your arms, oops, he might run into an arm. 

It is not your intent to hit the horse but neither is it to avoid the horse. The horse must avoid you. Then raise the whip up and begin to take the real estate at the 10’ hoola hoop. Again, its not about the horse, its about you taking the space. Any polite horse or person for that matter will see that you are swinging and back out of the way. 

It is important that the horse back out of the way. So, be sure that you maintain the position of the horse facing you with his nose towards you.

As soon as he backs to the polite distance, Click. And, again, go to him to deliver the treat. And, begin again to take over the real estate. 

For quite awhile after teaching this, you will have to pay close attention and click and reward frequently for him staying back. Always, until he is stopping at 10ft and standing politely, go to him from that point. 

In fact, whenever you go to get him in a field or paddock. Stop at 10ft, wait for him to stop, and look you up or notice that you have arrived. He will be making a conscious effort to stand up and keep his feet still. By stopping, you will give him the time to notice. Then, you can click and walk up to him to provide the treat.  From here on, forever, everyone will stop 10 ft away and wait for the horse to be in a polite stance.  I also ask that my stallion put his head down. I never want and one to mistake my stallion’s intention to be polite and this is a great way to for him to show it. I don’t enforce this with the geldings. If you are having a problem, though, it is a good idea. 

Only when this is really, really good, should you allow him to be closer to you that this.  He should never choose to be closer. You should have always invited him to be closer. 

We had an interesting experience with my granddaughter and our goats. She is only 9 and one of our goats thought she’d make a find play thing. As with lots of children, she wanted to scream and run away with a collapsed body position. That only made the goats think she wanted to play more. As soon as I taught her to stand like a tree with arms raised the goat stopped this behavior. I taught her with a tagger or clicker. Anytime she saw the goat beginning to rear, she would “stand like a tree” Click for her, and usually the goat simply stopped. Her reward was to be able to then give the goat a treat. Win, win for everyone. 

Then, I taught her how to twirl a rope to be able to maintain her space while she walked the goats. As I demonstrated twirling the rope at one point she walked right into the twirling rope. I did not stop twirling as she walked into it “Hey” she said “You hit me” In fact, she had simply walked into a closed door. It is no different for the horse.  

Now you too can add the power of the marker signal to your horse’s training…
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Accelerate your horse’s training with an easy to use “yes” signal!

Let Dolores Arste of Zen Horsemanship show you how to…

· Use less pressure and gain unbelievable lightness 

· Reduce fear in your horse and you

· Put the fun back into teaching and learning

· Easy to combined with other training methods

Dolores Arste is available for Demos, Clinics and lessons at your barn.  

Or, enjoy a day or weekend of training with your horse at our facility in beautiful upstate NY.

www.zenhorsemanship.com 

Dolores Arste 

dolores@zenhorsemanship.com 

Member of Click-EFFECT

Middle Grove, NY

(518) 882-6485
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