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In my experience, I've had the opportunity to observe a variety of ways to cue a horse to lope or canter. They each seem to work, which leads me to believe it is important to recognize why a method works, more than to know how to give the signals. As a rider, understanding how certain aids produce a lead at the lope or canter creates better communication between horse, rider, and instructor.

It is important to know the difference between aids and cues when asking a horse to do something. Aids are parts of our bodies which control certain parts of the horse's body. A cue is a signal, which means a particular thing to a horse and has been achieved through repetition. If a horse is consistently rewarded for doing something each time a "cue" is given, he will be conditioned to do that thing for the given "cue". It is a conditioned response. Aids are alive and flexible, and vary to the needs of the horse. Through repetition, consistent aids become cues.

A beginning riding student has a lot on his mind when asking for the lope or canter, so it is to their benefit to use a simple cue when asking for the transition. For example, "sit tall and deep in the saddle, gather up the reins to prepare the horse and relax the reins when you ask with your outside leg slightly behind the girth" may be all the instructions a beginner can handle. But as a student progresses, an instructor can give the student the tools to understand how the aids produce the lope or canter.

As stated before, there are a variety of cues that are applied to signal a horse for a lope or canter. However, any of these cues work off of one of two principals in why a horse takes a particular lead. A horse is either bent or balanced in the direction of travel and therefore naturally takes the lead in the direction of travel. Or he is off balance, bent away from the direction of travel with his outside hip pushing toward the direction of travel and therefore takes the lead in the direction of travel to "catch" his balance. Both of these principles work, even with riderless horses, but they work for very different reasons. As a rider we can use either of these principles as a method for applying certain aids to initiate a transition to the lope or canter on a particular lead.

The first method applies the concept of good balance on the part of the horse. Theoretically if a horse is traveling in a circle he should be carrying himself bent on the same line as the circumference of the circle with even amount of weight on each of his four legs. Aids used to create this balance include an inside leg at the girth and inside rein to create the bend and an outside leg behind the girth and outside rein to control the bend and even balance of the horse. The weight is commonly stronger on the inside seat bone. The secret to success of this method is to hold the bend and balance throughout the actual transition to the lope or canter. Either the outside or the inside leg can be used effectively as an actual cue for the transition. This method is commonly used in two-handed snaffle bit training (Western or English), hunt seat, and dressage. This method is also effective with Western horses that give laterally to their neck rein in a soft manner.

The second method applies to the concept of an off balanced horse and pushing off of the outside hind leg. Because a horse initiates his lope or canter stride with his outside hind leg (or the opposite hind leg from the lead taken), this method focuses on forcing the horse to lighten his inside shoulder and stride off with his outside hind leg. Aids used to create this “off balance” signal include a strong outside leg slightly behind the girth and rein aids which bring the horse's head to the outside and lighten the inside shoulder. The weight is effective applied when the outside seat bone pushes with the outside leg to initiate the actual transition, but generally doesn't stay on the outside once the lope or canter is achieved. Again success depends on maintaining this off balanced position throughout the transition. Generally the outside leg is the cue, although I have observed an inside tap on the shoulder with the toe or crop used as well. This method is commonly used with one-handed riding (such as Western pleasure or polo), some gaited and park horses, as well as a training method for stiff or "one leaded" horses.

In choosing the aids you use to teach horse or student to lope or canter, remember the principals behind why a method works. If you don't thoroughly understand it, the explanation becomes confused, and it is easy to come across as uneducated with the subject of canter transitions.

