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   Know safe riding attire; demonstrate how to correctly fit a helmet. 

LET’S TALK ABOUT IT: 

OBJECTIVE: The clothing and equipment we wear around horses goes beyond a traditional dress code—there are 
safety reasons for correct riding attire. Understanding these reasons can help your students make good decisions 
in all their equine interactions. We’ve all seen the pictures and videos of girls galloping around bareback and barefoot, 
with their hair streaming free in the wind  - often glorifi ed on social media. You want your students aware of the serious 
consequences of these choices—that accidents can happen to anyone on any horse, and that the right attire can 
potentially save a rider’s life. 
   It is worth noting that riding clothes do more than protect a rider in case of accident. They also make it easier for 
the rider to do their job. Horseback riding is no diff erent than any other sport in this regard; a ballerina would fi nd it 
very diffi  cult to pirouette in a baseball player’s cleats! Correctly fi tted boots, half-chaps, and riding pants provide the 
rider with additional security and ease of movement, preventing chafi ng and supporting a balanced position. 

DRESSED FOR SUCCESS

HORSESENSE
SAFETY AND HANDLING

CHECKING IT OFF: You likely will initiate the discussion about appropriate attire 
when introducing your barn rules, since in any safe program, proper footwear is a must. 
This is an important topic to cover prior to the student’s fi rst riding lesson, as you 
don’t want them to show up in shorts and sandals! Continue to review this information 
regularly throughout early lessons. Use any of the hands-on exercises mentioned here to 
test your student’s knowledge, or work regular discussion into mounted rides. 
   This can be a great thing to chat about during rest stops or girth checks. The more 
anecdotal you can make your conversation, the better.

You’ll know they’ve got it: if they can identify attire that should and should not be worn 
while riding as well as working on the ground, and explain why each of these items is 
suitable or not.

“Who has had a horse step on their foot before? Ouch! Can you imagine what it 
would feel like if you were wearing open-toed shoes such as fl ip-fl ops?!”

““You only have to hit your head once to appreciate your helmet. Did I ever tell you 
about the time I….”

“How are you liking your new half-chaps, Lauren? Do you feel like they help you keep 
your leg in the correct place?”

“Western riders often wear long, boot cut jeans. Why can this be an uncomfortable 
choice in an English saddle? Do you think this would aff ect your position?”

EVERY 
TIME,
EVERY
RIDE!
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If you have several willing volunteers—and kids usually love participating in this—you can hold a mock safety check 
with riders in varying attire. Stress with the rest of the group that conducting a pre-ride safety check means assuming 
responsibility for that rider’s safety, and that their job is to catch potential problems that the riders may not even 
be aware of. (How many times have you seen someone try to mount without their helmet fastened? Or with shoelaces 
dangling? Or while absentmindedly chewing away on a piece of gum?) 
   Everybody wants to play the rider who is dressed all kinds of wrong, with the hoop earrings, backwards helmet, and 
hair all over their face. But the exercise works best if you have just one example like this (save this model for last for 
dramatic eff ect!) and several riders who are almost correct, but have just a few questionable elements. Allow the group 
several minutes to evaluate each rider’s attire before making additional observations.
   For extra pizazz, turn the activity into a fashion show. Give each of your volunteers a pillowcase containing their 
attire with instructions not to reveal any of it until they can parade down the “runway,” fashion model style. (Will they 
be the helpless newbie? The well-meaning but forgetful student? The prim and proper hunter princess?) You can do 
the announcing for the show, or pass the job on to any outgoing student you think will notice the details. 

On a rainy day… take your safety check exercise to the barn and add in some willing horses and 
tack. Present girths that are too loose, bunched-up saddle pads, straps hanging out of keepers, 
etc. The exercise can easily last an hour, allowing you to teach it as a substitute for a mounted 
lesson, and will hopefully leave your students with increased awareness of the equipment they 
choose and how they use it can aff ect their safety.  

GRAB BAG

HORSESENSE

Similar to the prompt bucket, this exercise combines recognition and discussion with the 
good old element of surprise. Fill a large pillowcase with items of apparel, not all of 
them safe for equestrian activities: baggy sweatpants and shorts as well as breeches and 
jodhpurs, paddock boots and hiking boots, wristwatch and jewelry, gloves of varying types, 
chaps, scarves, belts, a woolly hat just to see if they’re paying attention. (Students often 
arrive in their winter hats and expect their helmets to fi t over them!) You can include items 
such as puff y ski jackets that are not necessarily unsafe, but still not the best choice for 
riding apparel. Try to include something really funny, such as a animal onesie or ridiculous 
hat!
   Students can simply draw from the pillowcase and sort items based on their suitability, 
or you can turn it into a game by asking them to identify whether the apparel is safe or 
unsafe before drawing it fully out of the pillowcase. For a more thorough test, points are only awarded if they can also 
explain their reasoning. 
   You can also use the grab bags to teach the dress rules for diff erent disciplines, or the diff erence between show, 
lesson appropriate, and casual/schooling attire. (It can be hard for younger students to understand why a baggy T-shirt 
and their favorite hot-pink zebra leggings aren’t the best choice for a clinic.) Fill your bag with jackets, shirts, a stock 
tie, choker, spurs, medical armband, pinney, helmet covers, etc. and ask students to match each item to the discipline 
where it would most likely be worn. 

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

DRESSED FOR SUCCESS PG 2
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Another great rainy-day activity! Scavenger hunts can be held indoors, using whatever physical objects you might 
have lying around or a stack of catalogs and/or equine periodicals. The best scavenger hunts contain clues rather than 
simply listing the items to be found. Divide students into teams as evenly as possible, and award points for each correct 
item found within the (reasonably restrictive) time limit.
   If you are playing with real items, make sure you set ground rules for where students may and may not collect 
those items. Your other students or boarders are not likely to want a beginner class rummaging through their personal 
belongings in search of riding gloves! You may need to plant some items ahead of time. If you are playing with 
catalogs or magazines, you can simply instruct your teams to tear out and present relevant 
pages, or you can provide them with scissors, glue, and posterboard/cardstock to create a 
collage out of their fi ndings. 
   A few attire-related hints we have used in our scavenger hunts: 

 z Protects your legs from the stirrup leathers
 z Required for cross-country jumping
 z Used to contain long hair
 z Two things you might wear in a mounted games competition
 z One thing you should wear and one thing you SHOULDN’T wear while longeing your horse

SCAVENGER HUNT

HORSESENSE
DRESSED FOR SUCCESS PG 3

Another use for all those Dover and SmartPak catalogs we know you have piling up: present your 
students with a stack and $500 in Monopoly money. Tell them the money must be spent on 
their apparel fi rst—no imaginary shopping for saddle pads or horse treats until they are outfi tted! 
Remind them that horseback riding is an all-weather sport, so they will need to consider items 
such as gloves, winter-weight breeches, rain gear, etc. 
   This can be an eye-opening exercise to children who are unaware of the money their parents 
invest in their equine activities. Aside from teaching some smart budgeting (that $500 will 
disappear quickly if they aren’t careful!), it can provide the gentle reminders that riding is a privilege, and that the most 
expensive items are not always the safest or the best. 
   If you have a friendly tack shop close by, you can take this exercise on the road by organizing a fi eld trip. Aside 
from window shopping a wide variety of riding clothes, students can get professionally fi tted for helmets, chaps, tall 
boots, or protective vests. They can learn the correct way to tie a stock tie, how to lace up fi eld boots, how to secure 
long hair for the show ring, and the proper placement of spurs. Depending on the size and scope of the shop, they 
may be able to fi nd specialized equipment for a myriad of diff erent disciplines, or compare English and Western 
attire. Just make sure you clear the fi eld trip with the store management ahead of time so they are not overwhelmed, 
particularly if you are bringing a large group!

SHOPPING SPREE

Download printable scavenger hunts on the HorseSense Learning Levels website:
https://horsesenselearninglevels.com/resource-center/challenges/worksheets-and-games/
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If your students get only one thing from this objective, it should be the importance of wearing a properly fi tted 
ASTM-SEI approved helmet. This is particularly critical for teenagers, Western riders, and other students likely to 
decide that wearing a helmet is uncool or only necessary in high-risk sports such as jumping. There are a number of 
ways to make helmet safety awareness a part of your program. A few suggestions to get you started:

Host a “Head First” clinic. Schedule a brief clinic centered around helmet safety, preferably early in the 
evening or over the weekend, as you really want parents involved in this! Have all participants bring their 
helmets, and set out a wide variety of models and sizes from your school tack room for anyone who doesn’t 
have their own. Aside from thoroughly evaluating fi t and making suggestions on adjustments, you can 
discuss how helmets are manufactured and tested; the need for inspection and/or replacement; the statistics 
surrounding equine head injuries; and the wide-ranging consequences of an accident. (Spoiler: it’s never just 
your own life that’s aff ected.) Invite experienced equestrians to share their “It happened to me” stories, with 
evidence of the damaged helmets that saved them if possible. Provide snacks or beverages, and try to balance 
the serious nature of your subject matter by keeping your tone positive—after all, we don’t want to scare our 
students away from riding entirely!

Movie night. Although it has a few years on it, the 4-H fi lm “Every Time, Every Ride” still packs a punch. 
Interviews with survivors and the families of less-fortunate riders are interspersed with demonstrations of 
correct fi t and placement as well as testing procedures. Plus, it’s short—20 minutes—so easy to work into 
a clinic or camp schedule. You can fi nd clips from the fi lm on YouTube or order the 22-min DVD from the 
Certifi ed Horsemanship Association. 

Jello brain. You can do your own demonstration of the delicacy of the human brain by placing Jello inside 
plastic bags. Drop one on the fl oor for a dramatic visual. If you have a sacrifi cial helmet, you can show how the 
helmet absorbs the force of a blow and protects the Jello, but don’t do this with undamaged headgear you’d 
like to keep in use!

#stayingalive. Harness the power of social media for good 
by encouraging your students to take part in campaigns such 
as International Helmet Awareness Day. They can share 
photos with the rest of the equestrian community using 
hashtags such as #riders4helmets and #mindyourmelon. 
You can even host a contest on your program’s own 
social media pages, awarding a helmet cover or another 
appropriate prize to the student with the most creative 
submission. 

MIND YOUR MELON
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Remember that one of the most powerful things you can do to teach your students is to lead by example. 
Wear your own helmet every time you ride—no exceptions—and tighten that chinstrap. Dress professionally, as 
you would expect a student to be turned out. Keep a change of clothes handy and resist the temptation to hop 
on a student’s horse in your shorts or running shoes just because you happened to have them on at the time. 
Your students may or may not remember what you say, but they will remember what you do. 


