Equine Brain Gym
A little over 20 years ago I stumbled across The Brain Gym, a concept created by Drs. Paul and Gail Dennison for learning disabled children. They discovered 26 different movements that lit up different sides of the brain and created brain integration. 
They said, “Movement is the key to learning.”
In their system, if a child couldn’t do math, a Left Brain dominant skill. They would have that student do a movement that would light up the left side of the brain, followed by a brain integrating movement to get both sides working together. Suddenly the child could do math. 
If a child couldn’t read past the midline, that’s a Right Brain dominant skill. They would have that student do a movement that would light up the right side of the brain, followed by a brain integrating movement to get both sides working together. Suddenly the child could read. 
The main Brain Integrating movement for people is making a Lazy 8 (infinity sign) with their fingers or total arm in front of their face. The movement crosses the midline of the body and makes a loop on each side. This movement and other crossbody movements are excellent for anyone who needs to get both sides of their brain working together. In other words, it benefits everyone! 
You can find more information about The Brain Gym at www.breakthroughsinternational.org. 
BrainHQ is the next phase of brain training, created by an international team of neuroscientists who discovered adult brain plasticity. Learn more at www.brainhq.com .
Equine Brain Gym
I had a vet come to check a young horse I was training, and she was shocked when she ran her acupuncture needle over his body. She asked what I had done to the horse in the few weeks I had been working with him? She stated that I had opened neural pathways, I shouldn’t be able to open. And I’d healed things, I shouldn’t be able to heal. 
At the time I had no idea what she was talking about exactly, but I knew the movements I had done that seemed to really help, not only him, but all the horse I was training at the time. 
His owner had introduced me to a groundwork system that had lots of foot crossing. It also introduced me to the differences between the right and left sides of the brain. 
After the vet left, I got on my computer and searched ‘opening neural pathways’, and found The Brain Gym and its movements. 
I compared the movements they were doing, with the groundwork movements I was doing with my young horses. I found connections that changed training for me completely. 

I believe:
Crossing the Front legs lights up the Left side of the Brain. 
Crossing the Back legs light up the Right side of the Brain. 
Sideways creates Brain Integration, both sides of the brain working together.

Why do I believe this?
Right Brain is big picture, patterns, rhythm, energy. Quality gaits with good rhythm are based in the Right Brain.
Left Brain is details, piece by piece, think before you react. Transitions are based in the Left Brain.
I had young horses with excellent gaits, but bad transitions. I realized these horses were Right Brain Dominant. They weren’t using the left side of their brain. I’d teach them to cross their front legs (to light up the left side of their brain), then go sideways (to get brain integration). Suddenly they had both excellent gaits and good transitions. 
I had other young horses with excellent transitions, but bad gaits. I realized these were Left Brain Dominant. They weren’t using the right side of their brain. I’d teach them to cross their back legs (to light up the right side of their brain), then go sideways (to get brain integration). Suddenly they had excellent transitions and good gaits. 

I started breaking down all our maneuvers and skills into the parts that require the right side of the brain, and the parts that require the left side of the brain. By doing this breakdown, I could look at where a horse was struggling and help him by lighting up the side of the brain, he needs to complete the task. 
Pretty quickly I saw that both sides of the brain need to develop to build a safe, winning, successful horse. We must have both sides working well, and both sides working together. We must have brain integration. 
I found all disciplines have, at least at the high levels, some sort of sideways, side pass, leg yield or half pass. I could see horsemen through the ages had figured out that moving sideways, laterally, improved the horse, no matter the discipline. Sideways is the obvious step to brain integration. Changing directions, back and forth, can give us brain integration too. 

Putting the Equine Brain Gym to Work 
When I started this study, I was asking for these crosses very directly and demanding the horse find the answers. I was asking for turn on the forehand (also called crossing the hindquarters), and turn on the haunches (also called crossing the front quarters) by staring at the feet and coordinating my hands and pressure. 
Many did well, but there were some that would explode, act out and get defensive. I wasn’t sure what I was missing. At the beginning, if he wasn’t responding, I would ask more firmly, turn up the volume, not understanding that the horse was too tight, in his body or mind, to cross his feet, an increase in pressure was not going to help. That increase in pressure becomes a bit of intimidation. Intimidation is fear based and puts the horse in the Sympathetic Nervous System. . I needed to find a different way to help him find the solution, and switch into and stay in the Parasympathetic Nervous System. 
Now I know, if a horse is tight and can’t cross his feet, asking him directly, pointing out what he can’t do just blows him up or shuts him down. Finding ways to set him up to find the crosses, without demanding them has been infinitely more successful. Instead of doing hindquarters and forequarters, turn on the forehand and turn on the haunches, I now do my exercises that set up and inspire him to find the foot crosses, instead of demanding them. 
My exercises, Turn Turn Turn, So You Wanna Dance and I Spy, set up the crosses, and they don’t make the horse feel wrong if they can’t get them at first. As I become aware of stiffness and brace in the horse, I don’t call it out or spotlight it. I just softly keep setting the horse up until he is able to relax enough to achieve the cross. Once he does, I praise him profusely. The horse gets the win of finding the answer, without feeling the loss of not getting it at first. Horses progress so much faster when we focus on the positive, versus focusing on all the things he could do better. 
Using these exercises, Turn Turn Turn, So You Wanna Dance and I Spy, we can help horses that previously would have failed to develop. Now they can thrive and excel bc we know how to get learning rolling and keep it fun!

