
Basic Level Tests
Just two tests at Basic Level have been offered in 2011/2012. New 
tests for 2013 will be available soon. Check the Western Dressage 
Association of America website (www.westerndressageassociation.
org) where all of the new tests will be posted.
 The Basic Test Level (Sample A) provides the opportunity to 
introduce yourself and your horse to western dressage competition 
on the ground floor. Western dressage is similar to classical dressage 
in that the concept of logical, progressive steps in training allows 
the skill level to proceed with each skill building toward the next—
the building blocks of correct training and skill development—for 
both rider and horse. 
 Note that the requirements for the Basic Level are, indeed, very 
basic: medium walk, free walk, working jog, halt, and 20-meter 
circles in both directions. Also note the “Directives” column on the 
test where you will see what you are aiming for in each movement: 
straightness on centerline, quality of transition and halt, bend and 
control of turn, etc. 

Primary Level Tests
There are four Primary Level tests. Each successive test adds new 
movements in a logical skill progression. So, for example, you will 
see that in Primary Test 1 (Sample B) you begin the lope between 
F and A which allows a bit of leeway as to when the lope departure 
actually occurs, but in Tests 3 and 4 (Sample C), the lope departure 
is supposed to be executed exactly at A, C, M or H. The lope 
departures in both Basic and Primary Level are from the jog. 

New skills added at Primary Level are:
Test 1: Develop lope. 
   Lope 20-meter circles on both leads.
  Proceed from halt directly to working jog.
Test 2:  Change rein at jog.
Test 3: Lope at a specific letter.
Test 4: Perform a loop at the working jog.

Note the pictured Basic Level Test, Primary Level Test 1 and 

Primary Level Test 4. These illustrate the gradual progression of 
skill building.

The Test Arena
Dressage arena measurements are given in meters. The standard 
arena (Sample D) currently used for the Western Dressage 

Part 1 of Western Dressage covered The Three Rs: lots of reasons for giving the new division a try, rules for the 
division and resources to check out to learn more. Here in Part 2, you will find information about the Western 
Dressage tests: Basic Level, Primary Level, and the standard arena, learning your test, practicing it, and how the 
tests are scored. By Barbara Irvine

Learning the Tests
The better you know your test, the more time you will have 
to think about your riding and to plan ahead so that your 
horse is best prepared for each upcoming movement. 
Here are some ideas for learning/memorizing that may be 
helpful:

• Read the test silently to yourself.
• Say the test out loud.
• Trace the movements of the test with your finger on a 

flat surface.
• Trace it in the air.
• Draw the moves of the test on paper.
• Walk through the test while someone reads it to you.
• Read the test aloud while someone else walks it.
• Type or write out the test as illustrated in the Primary 

Level Test 4 shown. 
• Close your eyes; in your mind picture a video of you 

riding the test.
• Have a helper actually video you riding the test.
• Read the test aloud while someone else rides it.
• Volunteer to serve as a scribe at a competition. 
• Watch other riders perform the test—at home, at 

a show, at a clinic or on a video. Remember that you 
can find videos to download on the Western Dressage 
Association of America’s website.

Be prepared! Know your test forward and backward so that 
your focus is on your riding and your horse rather than: 
“Where do I go now?”

u FOCUS ON SpOrt MOrgaNS u 
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division is 20 x 60 meters. Even if you don’t happen to have 
a meter tape, it is easy enough to convert to feet when you try 
to simulate the arena in your ring at home. You can post the 
letters on the wall or the rail of any arena or ring or you can 
put out cones with the letters painted or taped on them. Cones, 
letters and, actually, complete dressage fence systems, are also 
available commercially. 
 The low fence and letters on posts in the ground are very 
different from the wall of your indoor or the railing on your 
outdoor ring, so you may feel that you and your horse need 
to become accustomed to these features before attempting a 
competition. There are some options if you don’t have access to a 
dressage arena. You may be able to rent the use of a nearby dressage 
arena for an hour or so or perhaps you might be able to attend a 
clinic or take a lesson at a dressage barn. 
 Even if you have no ring of any sort at home, there are still lots 
of creative possibilities. One exhibitor revealed that her practice 
area at home was her husband’s hay field. You could place 2 poles 
flat on the ground to form a square corner. Cones or even rocks 
can be placed to mark the points where the letters are located in 
the dressage arena. The 20-meter circle can be paced off anywhere 
at all. At 3.3 feet per 1 meter, the 20-meter circle is 66 feet. Use 
your imagination!

Practicing the Tests
One of the goals in dressage is to create a harmonious horse and 
rider partnership where the horse listens to the rider’s aids—
in dressage speak: “the horse is on the aids.” Since the horse is 
supposed to be listening to the rider’s aids, you will not want 
to practice the actual tests in sequence very often because you 
don’t want the horse to memorize the pattern and anticipate the 
next move.
 You can put the elements of a test together in many 
different ways when you are schooling/training. For 
example, you might practice execution of halt, walk, jog, 
etc., exactly at the letter (or rock or cone or whatever point 
you decide upon). Don’t forget that “at the letter” means 
when the rider’s shoulder is exactly opposite the letter, but 
when you are riding a straight line toward a letter, as in the 
entry to the arena at A or in a change across the diagonal 
(change rein), you aim your horse’s nose at the letter. Of 
course, you’ll want to be practicing those 20-meter circles 
too. Check out the diagram that shows how to figure out 
the correct placement for 20-meter circles in the Standard 
Dressage Arena (Sample E). You might also take a look at the 
“Exercise of the Week” on the WDAA website for some good 
ideas for schooling and training.
 You are permitted to have someone call the test out loud for 
you as you ride with the exception of a final or championship event 
where you must ride the test from memory. The caller usually 
stands outside the dressage arena by the letter B. If you choose to 
use a caller when you are competing, you will want to practice the 
test sequentially a time or two with your caller so that you are in 
sync with each other. 
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A dressage judge must judge Western dressage classes. A scribe 
assists the judge by writing down the score and comments that 
the judge gives for each movement in the test. The scribe thus 
enables the judge to keep his/her eye on the horse and rider at 
all times. You get your test sheet back after your ride so that you 
can see what you need to work on in order to improve. Both the 
judge and the scribe sit on a platform, or sometimes in a trailer, 
outside the arena by the letter C. You are allowed to ride once 
around the outside of the arena passing between the arena fence 
and the judge’s location before beginning your test. A bell or 
whistle will be sounded to signal that the judge is ready for you 
to start your test.

The scale of marks is the same for both classical and western 
dressage:

10 Excellent   
 9 Very Good  
 8 Good   
 7 Fairly Good  
 6  Satisfactory  
 5  Marginal  
 4 Insufficient  
 3 Fairly Bad  
 2 Bad   
 1 Very Bad   
 0 Not Executed

 
In the directives column on each test you will see exactly what you 
will be judged on in the execution of each movement.
 The column entitled coefficient indicates the point value for 
each move. The score is given a single point value except where 
you see the numeral 2 in the coefficient column, in which case the 
movement is to be awarded double points.
  The collective marks, found near the bottom of each test, 
are all awarded a double point value. The collective marks are a 
summary of the judge’s overall impression and include: gaits, 
impulsion, submission and rider position and use of the aids.
 Penalty points are deducted, if incurred, in the errors column. 
Points may be deducted from your total score for an “error of the 
course”, and, until the new rules take effect in 2013, for use of the 
voice or “clicking” the tongue. Elimination occurs if all four of your 
horse’s feet leave the arena. So, be sure to read the rules carefully so 
you will know what’s what and try to stay in the arena! 
 Under remarks, the judge will give his/her overall summation 
of your ride including positive features as well as suggestions for 
further work. Many judges use this space to offer encouragement 
as well.
 The numerical score is simply all of your points added 
together. Your points are marked in the points column beside 
each movement and then subtotaled at the bottom of your score 
sheet. After any penalty points are deducted, the total point 
number is recorded. Your percentage score, based upon the 
maximum points that could be achieved, is then calculated. You 

Scoring the Tests
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will find maximum number of points possible in the top right 
hand corner of the score sheet. So, if your point total were 105 on 
a test with 210 possible points, you would have achieved a score 
of 50 percent.
 Overall, most everyone seems to feel very positive about 
the scoring system. Julie Adams, trainer of the 2011 Western 
Dressage Champion at Morgan Grand National says: “I like that 
I get a score for each movement. I also really like that it is only 
my horse and I, allowing us to have the judge’s full attention...
it’s all about your scores, not the ribbon.” Trainer Rick Gervasio 
notes: “Of course there are times you need to be a little thick 
skinned when you read the score sheets. The comments are 
not always compliments saying how great your performance 
was.” Bob Harb, who practices law when he’s not practicing 
his Western dressage, says: “I was pleasantly surprised by the 
scoring system. Receiving the immediate feedback from the 
judge on your performance is great. Receiving the scoring sheets 
enables the exhibitor to keep a record of their progress as well 
as the areas they need to work on.” Another from the amateur 
ranks, Elizabeth Young Fina, relates: ”My non-horsey relatives 
loved the whole dressage process. It was very clear to them what 
was happening, what they should do and they learned from 
the scoring, as well. My non-horsey mother is hoping that I 
continue with dressage. It just made sense to her.”   n 
  E.


