
T
hink about the number of
times you would like your
mule to change speeds. On a

trail ride, we need a solid cue to slow
down when descending a hill and a
signal for an increase of pace to keep
up with another mule and rider.
Western pleasure show mules bring
in more ribbons if they can perform
a soft and very slow jog. Dressage
riders need a long and stretching
trot. All these seemingly different
disciplines need the same basic –
speed control. The rider must be able
to rate his or her mule’s tempo.

The Key is in the Difference

How can we teach our mule to
slow down if he is already slow?
And how can we speed him up if he
is already fast? The difference be-
tween faster and slower is what we
will use to show the mule what we
want him to do. If we try to keep the
mule at a certain speed, we wouldn’t
be able to practice correcting his
speed. So we actually have to work
on both cues, faster and slower, even
if our main goal is to teach a slow
jog.

To Speed Up

Work in a safe, preferably en-
closed area like an arena or large
round pen. Start this lesson from the
standstill. If your mule is too ener-
getic to willingly stand still, begin
the lesson at a walk.  

Gently start to squeeze his sides

with your calves and count two sec-
onds. If he does not move forward,
shift the pressure on his sides from
your calves to your heels and count
two seconds. If he still does not
moving forward, begin bumping his
sides with your heels, gradually in-
creasing intensity until you are kick-
ing him.  

At any point, if he makes even a
small forward movement, immedi-
ately release all the pressure on his
sides and give him a pet. Wait a sec-
ond or two then begin again. Repe-
titions, combined with attentive,
quick release of pressure as the re-
ward, will lead to his response be-
coming earlier. The need for kicking
will reduce to bumping, which will

reduce to a gentle leg cue.
The next step is to gain a consis-

tent pace. We want the mule to
maintain the speed we choose until
we tell him to do something differ-
ent. It should be the mule’s job to
walk. We shouldn’t need to push
him forward every single step. Con-
stant urging will dull him to our leg
cues and make it harder to make an
impression with leg pressure.

When he is walking forward,
make sure you are not putting any
pressure on his sides. If he stops,
quickly ask him to go forward again.
It’s his job to move and our job to
tell him what speed we want.

Use the same sequence to get the
mule to walk or trot faster.

To Slow Down

Before he slows down on his own,
pick up the rein and ask him to slow
down. The instant he begins to slow
down, release the reins. This is his
reward and tells him he got the right
answer.

The slower we pick up the reins,
the better he will respond. If we pick
up the reins too quickly, we could
jerk on his mouth, causing pain,
which would distract him from what
we are trying to teach him. 

Just as we can get in a habit of al-
ways prodding our mule forward,
dulling his response to our leg cue,
we can make the mistake of using
our reins like a constant brake. Rid-
ing the brakes of our vehicle means
we have to pay for new brakes be-
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fore too long. When our mule does
what we want and slows down,
promptly reward him with lots of
slack in the reins.

Advance

The trot is probably the best gait
for developing speed control. If the
walk can range from one to five, the
trot can range from one to thirty. The
more variation you can control
within one gait, the more control you
have over your mule’s tempo. To test
your control and training, ask a
friend to ride with you. Trot side by
side for a lap and then slow your
mule down as your friend continues
to trot on. Your mule should slow
down to the speed you want.  

Have fun with your speed control!
Gather a group of riders and ride

some drill patterns or have contests
to see who can trot the fastest or jog
the slowest. Building control for

everyday fun with your mule is just
as important as the ribbons hanging
on the wall.      


