
 

 

“ON THE BIT”  
The Head/Neck Frame used in Schooling Multiple Venues 
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 FEI’s Article 401.5 clearly stipulates how the horse shall appear in the ‘on the bit’ 
frame and this stipulation is manifested throughout the descriptions of the movements. 
In all the work, even at the halt, the horse must be “on the bit”. A horse is said to be “on the bit” when the 
neck is more or less raised and arched according to the stage of training and the extension or collection of 
the pace, accepting the bridle with a light and consistent soft submissive contact. The head should remain 
in a steady position, as a rule slightly in front of the vertical, with a supple poll as the highest point of the 
neck, and no resistance should be offered to the athlete. 

 
FEI’s Article 417 The Collection is ended 
with the image presented at the left.    
This image does not meet the criteria 
stipulated in Article 401 et.al.!   
This image does represent the ‘wrong’ 
frame being ridden in competition 
dressage. 
If the horse is ‘not’ in the stipulated frame 
then the horse could not ‘appear to be 
doing it on its own’ as all the dressage 
movements require.   This incorrect frame 
is presenting a horse that is being asked to 

go forward while the brakes are being applied.   This incorrect frame actually physically 
inhibits the operation of the neck, wither and shoulder muscles by inducing constraints 
into the muscles.   

 
For race horses and other competitive 
equine venues we must ask this: 
Why does this position impose constraint 
upon the horse’s neck? 
The image to the left is of a horse at 
collected walk.   Please notice that I have 
place a vertical that intersects the occipital 
protrubence [poll].   At the bottom of the 
‘head’ you can see that the line is behind 
the underside of the head/jaw.  Also 

observe how close the rear face of the jaw is to the line of the cervical vertebrae. 
This is really the maximum position that a rider should place the horse’s head in.   If the 
horse goes over bent and behind the vertical, then the horse is doing so without imposed 
pressures by the rider’s rein aids.  At no time should a rider ‘set’ a horse’s head in the 
over bent behind the vertical [obtv] position, though we recognize that a horse will 
sometime require a response which may momentary place the head in the obtv position. 
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 The image to the right shows the 
skull of the horse in relationship to the 
vertebrae of the neck.   I have placed a 
white line to demonstrate the vertical line 
downward from the occipital protrubence 
[poll].   You can see that the more the 
head of the horse is brought into the 
vertical, the more compression occurs 
toward the spine.   This compression 
directly impacts the nerves, blood flow, 
muscles and air flow within the region of 
the area we call the throat latch. 
 
This image to the right shows a 
portion of the muscles 
contained within the head and 
neck region of the horse. 
Placing the horse’s head at the 
vertical and obtv will have a 
dramatic negative impact upon 
these muscles, nerves, and 
blood flow by the compression 
that occurs.   This excess 
compression causes the horse to 
react negatively in the entire 
neck structure by applying 
tension to the muscle structure in order to prevent the excess pressures upon the throat 
latch region of the neck.   The chain of tension within the neck muscles dramatically 
negatively affects the topline muscles which are connected to the withers. 

 
To enhance your knowledge of the 
neck/shoulder muscle structure please 
look at the image to the left.  You can 
see that the neck muscles are connected 
to the shoulders and withers.   In order 
for the horse to ‘correctly’ engage the 
shoulders, the withers must be engaged.   
This cannot be accomplished when the 
neck muscles are constrained by a rider 
imposing excess pressures to the 
bit/bits, which in turn imposes excess 
constraint pressures into the neck, 

wither and shoulder muscles of the horse, which constrains the forehand. 
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 Dr. Hillary 
Clayton doing 
piaffe 

 
It is my opinion 
that the 
photograph of 
Dr. Clayton 
illustrates several 
‘incorrect’ 
presentations, 
according to the 
standards of 
classical 
dressage, of 
which the FEI 
Rules of 
Dressage are 
founded upon. 
 
 First, the most interesting  is the breaking of the neck line at C3-C4 which is a 
result of the head compressing the throatlatch which is quite visible in the photograph.  
This results in the poll not being the highest point and the head is behind the vertical.   If 
the head was slightly in front of the vertical the lowest point of the jaw would be ahead of 
the black vertical line.  
Second, the horse is doing 
piaffe in what is referred to 
as the circus position, as if 
the horse was standing on 
top of a trick table.   The 
forelegs are drawn 
underneath the shoulder. 
 
The image at right is of P. 
Karl and it shows a more 
correct piaffe with the head  
slightly in front of the 
vertical and the correct 
position of the foreleg. 
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Nuno Oliveria at piaffe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nuno Oliveria at trot 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 I present these images of Philippe Karl and Nuno Oliveria to show that the 
‘correct’ position of the head/neck is easily obtained.   These images represent the image 
of what ‘on the bit’ stipulates in the FEI Rules of Dressage and should be used in all 
equestrian venues including race horse training. 
 These are not the images being presented in the national and international 
competition arenas nor in the training of race horses .   This arises for two reasons.  The 
first is that competition judges apparently are not allowing the 'on the bit' criteria to be 
met.   The second is that the clinicians and trainers [including race horse trainers] are 
teaching the ‘incorrect’ head/neck ‘on the bit’ position. 
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 When an individual is a recognized clinician, trainer and/or rider, one should be 
able to expect that said individual has the experience and working knowledge to make 
that person an ‘expert’ in the correct biomechanical schooling of the horse. 
 In the competition arenas USEF has recently [in a grievance hearing] stipulated 
that one must be ‘credentialed’ in order to be an ‘expert’ in equine biomechanics and the 
affects of bits upon the horses.   This stipulation would seem to nullify the experience and 
working knowledge of all clinicians, trainers, riders and judges. 
 This issue raises great doubts regarding the ‘correctness’ being presented in 
dressage clinics, in schooling barns, and in the competition venues. 
  The correct image of ‘on the bit’ can only be achieved when the riders are 
schooled in the correct usage of the bit/bits, when the riders are schooled in the correct 
light contact of fingers not arms, when the riders are schooled in how to allow their 
horses to move forward without the application of the emergency brake.    
 I would ask of riders, instructors, clinicians and competitive judges to step back 
and re-examine the negative affects we impose upon our horses by riding the ‘on the bit’ 
frame incorrectly.   Ask yourselves this question, could I move about in my work or play 
if I was constrained the way I constrain my horse? 
 I am not a trainer of the horse; I am an educator of the human element in 
horsemanship.  
 A trainer is one who teaches a specified skill, while an educator gives intellectual, 
systematic instruction for particular purposes through development of character and 
mental abilities. 
 I believe that a great majority of individuals schooling horses do so from the 
knowledge acquired from numerous friends and trainers.   This knowledge is essentially 
varied and inconsistent. 
 What has happened to the fundamental requirement of two-way communication 
between horse and rider? In today‘s horse industry, the big name clinicians all seem to 
unknowingly participate in the subjugation of the horse, creating horses that respond from 
learned helplessness rather than from desire to participate. This methodology teaches the 
human species to be reactive rather than responsive to the horse. This in turn, results in 
horses who are compelled to do a task rather than asked to join in the task. 
 In researching the use of the word sympathetic with regards to horse 'training', I 
have found that it is used by several individuals and is found in several scientific research 
papers.  I also find that there is a tendency of individuals who say they use sympathetic 
training to still confine their knowledge of equine biomechanics to the proverbial in the 
box thought processes. The result is that they still, unconsciously, apply subjugation 
processes in the 'training' of the horse.  
 Sympathetic educational methodology requires the educator to be fully aware of 
the student's inhibitions that would block the learning process. Thus the educator would 
seek out methodologies that do not force the student to learn a specific subject, but 
instead would ask the student questions and give the student the opportunity to find the 
correct answer. 
 How does one know they are headed toward the sympathetic connection? 
 

[5] 



 

 

 The educator, [the rider] reaches the 'beginning' of the sympathetic connection 
when she/he [the rider] realizes when the mistake is made, why the mistake occurred, and 
fixes the cause of the mistake, while still riding the lesson.  When the rider is able to 
acquire all three of these traits, then the rider has reached the stage in her/his education 
that they are beginning to open a sympathetic line of communication with the horse. 
 The processes of thinking the aids, thinking the horse, thinking the movement are 
in actuality confounding the rider. This occurs because the rider is working at thinking 
these elements that she or he already are fully aware of and this process causes confusion 
within the brain function. 
 On the other hand, the processes of the 'feel' [sense], such as being aware of the 
physical tension signals from the horse and from the rider, blend into a combination of 
physical sensations that send clear and concise messages from the horse to the rider and 
from the rider to the horse. 
 For example, if the rider thinks the horse is not listening, some part and/or parts of 
the rider's body will have tension applied to the muscle structure. This tension is relayed 
to the horse who then, in a reactive reaction, also applies tension to one or more parts of 
its muscle structure.    So at that moment, the combined tensions now remove the free, 
light, loose, supple and unconstrained biomechanics of horse and rider that the educator 
[the rider] should be actually striving for. 
 The sympathetic connection is found in all facets of the rider to horse interactions, 
not from the mind, but rather from the body and from the heart.  When a rider stops the 
thinking process, they are able to physically ‘feel’ [sense] the actions and responses of the 
horse’s muscle structure, as well as, ‘feel’ [sense] the emotional responses of the horse. 
 The rein aids are in actuality the hand aids.  Think about the amount of pressure 
being applied to the bit/bridle by the hands.  For most riders, the hands are not alone in 
the application of the pressure,.  Included are the arms and shoulders.  A sympathetic 
rider will be dependent upon the fingers, with soft supple hands, arms and shoulders.  
Thus the fingers applying the rein pressure should be in ounces of pressure, whereas the 
conventional contact is one to five pounds of rein pressure with upper limits reaching as 
much as thirty pounds of contact pressure. [Dr. H. Clayton] 
 The seat aids should be in unison with the movement of the horse rather than 
against it.  At a bouncing sitting trot, the pelvic region is being thrown forward into the 
pommel of the saddle and is not conducive to a sympathetic connection with the horse.   
In fact, such actions do create a horse that responds with tension in it’s muscle structure.   
The hollow back, choppy stride, extended nose are just a few of the results.  
 The sympathetic rider has a seat that is truly independent because it is not locked 
to the spine,  to the saddle or to the legs.  This requires that the torso of the rider be soft 
and supple, arising from soft supple arms and shoulders.  The result is the hips of the  
rider should move independent of each other, with the rider’s left hip moving forward in 
unison with the left rear leg of the horse and then the rider’s right hip moving forward in 
unison with the right rear leg of the horse. 
 Too many individuals are marketing themselves in a positive manner using the 
key words equine biomechanics and equine sympathetic training.   The definition of  
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biomechanics is “the study of the mechanical laws relating to the movement or structure 
of living organisms”.   In the working relationship between horse and rider, trainer and/or 
clinicians the individual biomechanics of both organisms must be known to these 
individuals.   Then these individuals must be able to combine the two separate 
biomechanical systems into a cohesive unified single biomechanical structure when the 
horse has a rider up in the saddle. 
 The definition of sympathetic is “having the ability to act in sharing or tendency 
to share in the emotion or sensation or condition of another person or thing”.   Using 
this definition and the bold words, one can easily see that in order to obtain a true and 
pure sympathetic connection with the horse one must be able to ‘feel’ [sense] three [3] 
separate effects the rider imposes upon the horse. 
 The definition of connection is “the state of being connected, the point at which 
two things are connected, a link, a relationship or association”.   In applying this 
definition to the sympathetic connection of horse and rider, the link is the physical 
connection of the rider’s hands and the reins connecting to the bits and/or bridle.   The 
point of the connection between horse and rider is when the rider mounts the horse.   The 
relationship or association between horse and rider is the interaction that occurs between 
the two.   The state of being connected is the one portion of this definition to which few 
riders, trainers and clinicians really actually attain. 
 In order for the sympathetic state of being connection to be present, the rider, 
trainer and/or clinician must not impose upon the horse physical constraints and restraints 
in a consistent and constant manner.   This connection can only be achieved when the 
rider, trainer and/or clinician is not imposing physical and psychological tensions upon 
the horse.  The result of achieving the sympathetic state of being connection is that the 
horse and rider will become the cohesive unified single biomechanical structure.   The 
result of achieving the sympathetic state of being connection creates the singular structure 
that demonstrates true harmony, true balance, and a picture of elegant and fluid physical 
freedom. 
 Whether one is involved with race horses, show jumpers, dressage, cutters, 
reiners, trail, stock horse, eventing, barrel racing, or any other venue where we ride or 
drive our horses, we each should have a sympathetic connection with the horse. 
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