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Emma Claire Stephens is one of  the few girls her age who knows precisely what she’s doing and exactly where 
her future lies. Several months ago, the Midlothian resident earned her United States Dressage Federation 
bronze medal. She was 10 years old at the time. Most recently, at the age of  11, Emma Claire earned silver 
medal status, thus making her the youngest in the state of  Texas and in U.S. history to achieve such 
a prestigious honor.

— By Abby Rich
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For those who don’t know what 
the equine sport of  dressage entails, 
maybe you’ve been flipping through 
the television channels on a Saturday 
afternoon and run across a competition 
where horses are performing intricate 
maneuvers as their riders sit almost 
motionless. The moves almost look like 
the horse is dancing with its rider. Well, 
it is a dance of  sorts, and can also be 
set to music. But for the purpose of  
USDF shows, dressage is divided into 
eight levels: training level; first, second, 
third and fourth levels; Prix St. Georges; 
Intermediare and Grand Prix, whereas 
basic dressage is at the training level.

The goal of  dressage training is to 
develop a horse’s flexibility, responsiveness 
to aids (or cues) from the rider and 
balance. This makes the horse stronger 
and more pleasurable to ride. In reality, 
it conveys a good partnership between 
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horse and rider, allowing the horse to be 
trained to its full potential.

At shows, competitors always compete 
against themselves, as well as other riders 
taking the test. The goal in competition 
is to improve on your own score. When 
riding a dressage test, competitors are 
evaluated by up to five judges, who give 
scores on every element of  the dressage 
test. They look for obedience, suppleness, 
accuracy, attitude and how well the riders 
ride, as well as the horse’s willingness 
and obedience to its rider’s cue. The 
judging is not about how well the horse 
can memorize movement. Today, the art 
of  dressage has evolved into one of  the 
most highly regimented disciplines in the 
horse world.

To get to the competition level of  
dressage usually takes riders and horses 
years to learn, train and master, but 
not for Emma Claire. She is a rarity in 
the sport, and having only been riding 
horses for three years, she is one of  the 
youngest in the genre. It all came about 
at the age of  8 when she was visiting 
her grandparents in Temple, Texas. She 
had never been around horses, but her 
grandmother’s neighbor, who breaks 
horses, allowed her to ride one. From 
that moment on the little girl fell in 
love. So, promptly thereafter, her mom, 
Jennifer Stephens, found 4-C Stables in 
Waxahachie and signed her up for riding 
lessons. “Emma Claire had to learn how 
to handle and care for horses as well 
because if  a horse doesn’t respect you on 
the ground, he won’t respect you when 
you’re riding him,” Jennifer stated. “It’s 
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important to always start off  with a good, 
safe horse to learn basic skills, so you can 
gain confidence.”

Emma Claire progressed in her lessons 
very fast and found she has a natural 
ability and intuitiveness with horses. With 
the expert help from the stable owners, 
Stacey Carpenter and Ryan Metcalf, 
Jennifer and Emma Claire learned as 
much about horses as fast as they could, 
and then purchased Lady, whom she 
qualified with in 2014 at regionals.

Emma Claire started learning dressage 
because Lady, who was previously a 
jumper, became injured, and she needed 
something that would be easier on her 
than jumping. Next, they purchased 
Tango, a lower level dressage horse. 
Later still, they acquired Persona Grata 
(A.K.A. Moose), a regal-looking Dutch 
Warmblood from Holland. He is a sport 
horse, which is great for dressage and 
jumping, and he is also considered a 
schoolmaster horse, which means he is 
highly experienced and has the ability to 
help a rider learn and perfect certain skills. 

If  Jennifer didn’t know anything 
about horses when her daughter started 
competing, she learned quickly. Now 
she drives Emma Claire and trailers her 
horses to and from shows, loading the 
animals in and out, which can be a feat 
in itself.

It was only last spring that Emma 
Claire and Tango started learning 
dressage with the help of  her trainer, 
Whit Watkins, who in the past has won 
at the Grand Prix, which is the Olympic 
level. Because she lives south of  Waco, 
Whit only works with Emma Claire and 
her horses every few weeks versus most 
dressage riders who utilize a trainer three 
to four days per week. “Since Emma 
Clair doesn’t have a trainer in her ear as 
often as most,” Jennifer explained, “she 
has to do everything herself, and she 
does 90-percent of  the training with her 
horses, versus most riders, who have a 
trainer ride their horses 50-percent of  the 
time.” Even though she is homeschooled, 
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she is only riding three to four days per 
week while stretching and grooming her 
horses the rest of  the time.

It’s clear that Emma Claire has 
an instinctive way with horses, and 
particularly in dressage, where she has 
to feel and think her way to the next 
movement while giving subtle cues to 
her horse. All dressage movements are 
performed on cue by the horse and rider, 
but the rider needs to be the one to give 
the cues and not the other way around. 
This takes a lot of  time and practice. “If  
it’s too rehearsed in training, then the 
horse may perform a move too early,” 
Emma Claire said. “They have to take 
cues from the rider, which takes patience, 
and you can’t be rough in anything you 
do with the horse.”

Another anomaly is that soon after 
Emma Claire learned dressage, she 
placed. This past July, she entered her 
first show with Persona Grata, and in 
July she scored a 65 percent, earning 
the scores she needed for her bronze 
medal. She had the highest score of  all 
the riders in her class at the competition, 
beating adults and professional trainers, 
as well. There aren’t a lot of  kids her age 
in dressage, and when the topic comes 
up with other riders and competitors at 
a show, they are blown away at how fast 
Emma Claire has progressed in the art.

When asked about her goals for the 
future, she is confident that she’ll be 
competing in the 2020 or 2024 Olympics. 
And, of  course, she will continue to learn 
all she can and train horses for the rest of  
her life. But for the not-so-distant future, 
Emma Claire’s goal is to win gold at the 
age of  12, which would make her the 
youngest in U.S. history to do so. After 
what she’s accomplished so far, this goal 
is not all that lofty.
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