
1st level dressage test
1st level dressage test is a fundamental component of competitive dressage, designed to build
upon the training foundation laid in earlier levels. It introduces more complex movements and tests
the horse and rider’s ability to maintain rhythm, balance, and obedience while demonstrating
progressive skills. This level is crucial for riders aiming to develop precision and harmony with their
horses, focusing on transitions, lateral movements, and controlled gaits. In this article, the 1st level
dressage test will be explored in detail, covering its purpose, structure, key movements, judging
criteria, and training tips. Understanding the nuances of this test is essential for competitors, trainers,
and enthusiasts who seek to excel in dressage competitions. The following sections will provide a
comprehensive overview of the 1st level dressage test, its significance in the dressage hierarchy, and
practical advice for successful performance.
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Overview of the 1st Level Dressage Test
The 1st level dressage test is positioned after the introductory levels, representing a step forward in
the horse and rider’s training journey. It emphasizes developing suppleness, straightness, and rhythm
while introducing more demanding movements that require greater control and precision. This level is
often the first in which lateral work, such as leg-yields and shoulder-in, is incorporated, marking a
significant progression from basic walk, trot, and canter exercises.

Typically, the 1st level dressage test is suitable for horses and riders who have mastered the basics
and are ready to demonstrate enhanced communication and balance. The test usually lasts between
four to five minutes and includes a series of movements designed to showcase the horse’s training
and responsiveness. Competitors at this level are expected to maintain consistent tempo, fluid
transitions, and clear figures as they perform the test.

Purpose and Importance
The primary goal of the 1st level dressage test is to solidify the horse’s obedience and willingness to
respond to subtle aids, preparing both horse and rider for more advanced work. It serves as a
benchmark to assess the horse’s development in rhythm, relaxation, and straightness, all critical
components in classical dressage training. Success at this level indicates readiness to progress to
more complex movements and higher levels of competition.



Who Competes at 1st Level?
Riders new to competitive dressage but beyond the introductory stages often compete at 1st level. It
is ideal for young horses in training and those returning from breaks who require a structured yet
challenging test. The test is designed to be accessible for amateurs and professionals alike, providing
a clear framework for skill development and competition experience.

Key Movements and Requirements
The 1st level dressage test incorporates a variety of movements that build on foundational skills and
introduce new challenges. Each element is carefully selected to demonstrate the horse’s training,
responsiveness, and the rider’s control. Understanding the specific requirements and expectations of
each movement is essential for successful execution.

Basic Gaits and Transitions
The test requires a clear demonstration of the three basic gaits: walk, trot, and canter, with an
emphasis on rhythm and regularity. Transitions between these gaits, as well as within gaits (such as
collected to medium trot), must be smooth and precise, reflecting the horse’s training and
attentiveness.

Lateral Movements
Lateral work is a key feature of the 1st level dressage test, introducing movements such as leg-yield
and shoulder-in. These exercises develop the horse’s suppleness and straightness and improve
engagement through the hindquarters. Riders must execute these movements with accuracy and
fluidity to score well.

Figures and Patterns
The test includes a variety of figures such as circles, serpentines, and changes of direction. These
patterns assess the horse’s balance, bend, and ability to maintain rhythm throughout complex
movements. Proper geometry and smooth execution of figures are critical for achieving high marks.

Example Movements List

Working trot and extended trot

Working canter with simple changes

Leg-yield along the rail

Shoulder-in on the track



Circles of 20 meters

Transitions between gaits and within gaits

Judging Criteria and Scoring
Judging at the 1st level dressage test is based on a detailed evaluation of each movement and the
overall performance. Judges assess the horse’s gait quality, submission, impulsion, and the rider’s
effectiveness and position. Scores are typically given on a scale from 0 to 10 for each element, with
10 indicating excellence.

Primary Evaluation Factors
The following factors are essential in the judging process:

Rhythm and Regularity: Consistency of tempo and cadence in all gaits.

Suppleness and Relaxation: The horse’s ability to move fluidly without tension.

Contact and Connection: Steady and elastic contact between horse and bit.

Impulsion: Forward energy and engagement from the hindquarters.

Straightness: Correct alignment through the body and accurate geometry.

Accuracy of Movements: Precision in executing figures and transitions.

Collective Marks
In addition to individual movement scores, judges assign collective marks evaluating the overall
impression. These include the rider’s position and aids, the horse’s behavior and obedience, and the
harmony between horse and rider. Strong collective scores can greatly enhance the overall
percentage.

Training Strategies for Success
Effective preparation for the 1st level dressage test requires a structured training program that
focuses on building strength, flexibility, and communication between horse and rider. Consistency and
gradual progression are key to mastering the test’s requirements.



Developing Core Skills
Training should emphasize:

Improving the horse’s rhythm and relaxation through regular work at all gaits.

Introducing lateral exercises like leg-yield and shoulder-in gradually to build suppleness.

Practicing accurate figures and transitions to enhance balance and responsiveness.

Maintaining rider position and aids for effective communication.

Use of Schooling Tests
Regular practice with schooling versions of the 1st level dressage test helps riders and horses become
familiar with the test pattern and timing. This practice allows for identifying areas needing
improvement and building confidence before competition.

Professional Guidance
Working with a qualified dressage trainer or coach can accelerate progress by providing expert
feedback on technique, movement quality, and test execution. Trainers can tailor exercises to the
horse’s strengths and address weaknesses efficiently.

Common Challenges and Solutions
Riders often face specific challenges when preparing for or performing the 1st level dressage test.
Identifying these issues early and implementing targeted solutions can improve performance and
scoring potential.

Maintaining Rhythm and Relaxation
Some horses may become tense or lose rhythm during transitions or lateral work. To address this,
incorporate relaxation exercises, ensure correct warm-up, and avoid rushing through movements.
Patience and consistent practice help develop a calm and steady rhythm.

Accuracy of Lateral Movements
Lateral exercises can be difficult to execute cleanly. Breaking down movements into smaller steps
and using ground poles or markers can improve precision. Repetition with clear aids encourages the
horse to understand and perform these movements confidently.



Rider Position and Balance
Rider imbalance can negatively affect the horse’s performance. Strengthening core muscles,
practicing correct seat and hand position, and riding with a mirror or trainer’s feedback can enhance
rider effectiveness and harmony with the horse.

Managing Test Nerves
Nervousness can impact both rider and horse. Familiarizing with the test environment, performing
mock tests, and employing relaxation techniques can reduce anxiety and promote a composed
performance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of the 1st level dressage test?
The 1st level dressage test is designed to introduce horses and riders to more advanced movements
beyond the basic training level, focusing on developing rhythm, suppleness, and accuracy in
transitions and gaits.

What movements are typically included in a 1st level
dressage test?
Common movements in a 1st level dressage test include trot and canter lengthenings, shoulder-in at
trot, simple changes of leg at the canter, and medium walk.

How is the 1st level dressage test scored in competition?
Judges score each movement on a scale from 0 to 10, evaluating the horse's rhythm, suppleness,
contact, impulsion, straightness, and collection, with collective marks assessing overall performance.

What are key training tips for riders preparing for a 1st level
dressage test?
Riders should focus on developing consistent rhythm and balance, improving transitions between
gaits, practicing lateral movements like shoulder-in, and maintaining a steady, relaxed contact with
the horse.

At what stage in a rider’s progression is the 1st level
dressage test usually introduced?
The 1st level dressage test is typically introduced after the rider has mastered the basics at the
training level and is ready to work on more precise movements and increased collection.



Can young or green horses compete in 1st level dressage
tests?
Yes, 1st level dressage tests are often suitable for young or green horses as they include foundational
movements that help build the horse's strength, balance, and responsiveness.

Additional Resources
1. Mastering the Basics: 1st Level Dressage Techniques
This book is an essential guide for riders aiming to excel in 1st level dressage. It covers fundamental
movements, including trot and canter work, with practical exercises to build strength and precision.
The author emphasizes rider position and communication to develop harmony between horse and
rider.

2. The Rider’s Handbook to 1st Level Dressage Tests
Designed for both beginners and intermediate riders, this handbook breaks down each element of the
1st level dressage test. Clear diagrams and step-by-step instructions help riders understand test
patterns and scoring criteria. It also offers tips on improving transitions and maintaining rhythm
throughout the test.

3. Foundations of Dressage: Preparing for 1st Level
Focusing on the foundational skills necessary for 1st level dressage, this book delves into correct
training methods to build a balanced and responsive horse. It discusses groundwork, suppleness, and
engagement, ensuring the horse is physically and mentally ready for the demands of the test. Riders
will find advice on creating consistent training routines.

4. Dressage Essentials: First Level Success Strategies
This practical guide offers strategies to help riders achieve success in first level dressage
competitions. It explores mental preparation, warm-up techniques, and common pitfalls to avoid
during tests. The book also includes rider testimonials and coaching insights to motivate and inspire
improvement.

5. Understanding 1st Level Dressage Movements
A detailed exploration of the specific movements required at the first level, this book focuses on
developing clarity and precision. It explains the biomechanics behind each movement and how to
effectively cue the horse. Photographs and video links supplement the explanations for a
comprehensive learning experience.

6. Path to Progress: Training Your Horse for 1st Level Dressage
This training manual addresses the step-by-step process of preparing a horse for the 1st level test. It
emphasizes progressive conditioning, rider-horse communication, and correcting common issues like
stiffness or imbalance. The author includes personalized training plans adaptable to different horse
temperaments.

7. 1st Level Dressage Test Patterns and Practice
Ideal for riders looking to memorize and perfect their test patterns, this book provides detailed maps
and practice routines. It discusses how to maintain flow and accuracy throughout the test arena.
Additionally, it offers advice on how to handle test nerves and present a polished performance.



8. The Art of Dressage: Beginner to 1st Level
This book bridges the gap between beginner riding and first level dressage, guiding readers through
progressive skill development. It includes foundational exercises, rider alignment tips, and horse
fitness considerations. The narrative is accessible, encouraging riders to build confidence and enjoy
their dressage journey.

9. Scoring and Improving Your 1st Level Dressage Test
Focused on understanding the judging system, this book helps riders interpret their scores and
identify areas for improvement. It breaks down each test movement’s criteria and offers targeted
exercises to enhance performance. Readers gain insights into what judges look for and how to
maximize marks in competition.
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