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 INTRODUCTION TO THERAPEUTIC RIDING 
Understanding Therapeutic Riding

Therapeutic riding uses equine-oriented activities for the purpose of contributing positively to the cognitive, physical, emotional and social well-being of people with disabilities.  Therapeutic riding provides benefits in the areas of therapy, education, sport and recreation, and leisure.  

Therapeutic Riding Classifications

The following classifications reflect the primary fields of therapeutic riding and their different approaches.  An integrated approach to therapeutic riding uses the therapeutic benefits in all five fields. Each can be practiced as a specialty.

I.  Therapy
Equine activities are used as a form of therapy to achieve physical, psychological, cognitive, behavior and communication goals.  The therapy is provided by a licensed/credentialed health professional.*  The use of the horse involves a team approach among licensed/credentialed health professional, therapeutic riding instructors and clients.  The client may be treated in a group or on an individual basis directly by the health professional.  

Knowledge of the principles of classic Hippotherapy is considered essential for all licensed/credentialed health professionals who provide direct therapy treatment using the horse.  Such health professionals also integrate the treatment principles of their profession into the equine activities used in the treatment setting.

Several health professions, including Physical Therapy, Occupational Therapy, Speech Pathology and Psychology, have developed specialized forms of treatment using the horse within those professions.  These include, but are not limited to, Classic Hippotherapy, Hippotherapy, Developmental Riding Therapy and Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy.
II. Education

Equine activities are used to achieve psych-educational goals for people with physical, mental and psychological impairments as well as to provide the individual with skills in the sport chosen such as riding, driving, and vaulting.  The emphasis is to incorporate cognitive, behavioral, psychological and physical goals into the program plan while teaching adapted riding, driving or vaulting.  The horse is a strong motivator for accomplishing these goals.

Therapeutic riding instructors, educational specialists and licensed/credentialed health professional are involved in the design and implementation of the programs.  The frequency of consultation with educational specialists and health professionals is determined on an individual basis.

III.  Sport

People with social, physical, mental and psychological impairments can participate in sport activities – adapted as needed – with the horse.  These activities including riding, driving, and vaulting as forms of therapeutic recreation and competition.  Activities are directed toward the acquisition of skills leading to the accomplishment of specific horsemanship goals.  By learning skills needed for the sport, therapeutic and recreational goals are also achieved.

Therapeutic riding instructors are primarily responsible for the design and implementation of the program.  Licensed/credentialed health professionals, educational specialists and recreational therapists may assist the instructor in a variety of ways, and they are generally involved on a consultative basis. Individuals have the option of participating in a therapeutic riding program or pursuing their equine activities independently.

IV.  Recreation and Leisure

People with physical, mental and psychological impairments may use equine activities – adapted as needed – as a recreation and leisure experience.  The emphasis is on an enjoyable relaxing experience that provides additional therapeutic benefits in the area of socialization, posture, mobility and an overall improved quality of life.  Individuals may participate in horse-related activities to their maximum ability in an atmosphere of support, structure and socialization for the primary purpose of the intrinsic enjoyment of the activity.

Therapeutic riding instructors and recreational therapists are primarily responsible for program development.  Licensed/credentialed health professionals and educational specialists are generally involved on a consultative basis.

V.  Hippotherapy

Hippotherapy is a direct medical treatment.  It literally means, “treatment with the help of the horse” from the Greek word hippos, meaning horse. Medical professionals, primarily physical and occupational therapists, use this medical treatment for their clients who have movement dysfunctions. With Hippotherapy, clients can benefit from improvement in dynamic posture and balance as well as improvement in sensory processing and functional mobility.

· “ Licensed/credentialed health professionals” refers to physical therapists, occupational therapists, speech-language pathologists, psychiatrists, psychologists, physicians, nurses and rehabilitation specialists.  Health professionals providing direct service “therapy” through equine activities should have additional specialized training in the use of the horse as a component of treatment in their respective area of expertise.
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 HELPING HOOVES EQUINE THERAPY
CONFIDENTIALITY POLICY

Due to the nature of therapeutic horseback riding, it is the policy of the HELPING HOOVES EQUINE THERAPY any and all information pertaining to our riders, their family, and volunteers shall remain privileged and confidential.  This information may include, but is not limited to, any medical, social, referral, personal, and/or financial information that may be disclosed as a result of participation at the program.

Disclosure of any confidential information shall not be released to anyone not associated with HELPING HOOVES EQUINE THERAPY.  Discussions involving any rider shall be limited to progress reports, appropriate mounted and unmounted safety guidelines and any other guidelines the instructor may deem appropriate in each situation.  Volunteers will be given information concerning students on a “need to know” basis and in keeping with the confidential nature of our clients’ records. Each rider shall be assured of record confidentiality and as such, only authorized staff will have access to secure records.  Volunteers are not permitted to discuss riders with other volunteers, their parents or guardians, other instructors, friends, etc., outside the center.


Since our intentions are to safeguard our riders, this policy is designed to ensure that the privacy of our riders, their families, and volunteers is protected.  Sensitive medical, psychiatric, psychological and/or personal information may be detrimental if released to those outside HELPING HOOVES EQUINE THERAPY.  Such a breach of confidentiality may also constitute grounds for legal action.

Failure to adhere to HELPING HOOVES EQUINE THERAPY’s  confidentiality policy by any staff or volunteer may result in the termination of service with the program and corrective actions taken.

                                                INCIDENT/ACCIDENT POLICY
All volunteers and staff must report any and all incidents and/or accidents to the instructor.

An incident or accident may include buy is not limited to: fires, participant or personnel behavior, horse bite, horse stepping on a human foot, falls, difficulty encountered during transfers, natural disasters, horse injury, etc.

It is the responsibility of the instructor to fill out an accident report based on the occurrence, whether an injury or not. All witnesses must sign this report.

Volunteer Ability Guidelines for Lessons  
Due to the inherent risks associated with volunteering at a therapeutic horseback riding program, and for the safety of our riders and volunteers, we offer the following guidelines to prospective volunteers in order to acquaint you with the variety of tasks associated with the weekly mounted lessons:

Leaders: Responsible for the control of the horse or pony from the time the animal leaves the grooming area, throughout the lesson session, and upon return of the animal to the stall or pasture area.

1. Ability to control a large animal (horse or pony)

2. Calm and gentle nature with animals

3. Knowledge of the proper leading position

4. Ability to walk and jog for a minimum of thirty minutes each lesson.

Sidewalkers: Responsible for the rider during the lesson session. Sidewalkers are positioned at each side of the rider in order to assist with balance issues.

1. Ability to walk with arms raised and in a supporting position for a minimum of thirty minutes. (Volunteers are allowed and ENCOURAGED to change sides throughout the lesson sessions with proper safety guidelines followed) 
2. Ability to walk/jog for a minimum of thirty minutes as a spotter for children and/or adults.

3. Ability to relate to children and adults in an encouraging and humorous manner.

4. Ability to reassure frightened/nervous riders.

5. Responsible for the safety of the rider while mounted.

6. Ability to assist riding instructor with the proper mounting and/or dismounting of a rider if needed.

7. Ability to assist and coach rider to follow and try to complete instructor’s requests. (give rider time to process request)

 When you meet a Helping Hooves Participant

· First, remember that the person with a disability is a person.  They are like everyone else, except for the special limitations of his or her disability.  They are NOT a disabled person, but a person with a disability… they are a PERSON FIRST.

· A disability need not be ignored or denied between friends, but until your relationship is one of friendship, show interest in them as a person only.

· Be yourself when you meet a person with a disabling condition.

· Talk about the same things as you would with anyone else.

· Help the person ONLY when they request it.  When a person with a disability falls, they may wish to get up by themselves, just as some people with visual impairments prefer to get along without assistance.

· Be patient, let the person set his or her own pace walking or talking.

· Don’t be afraid to LAUGH WITH THE RIDER.

· Don’t stop and stare when you see a person with a disability.  They deserve the same respect any person should receive.

· Don’t ask embarrassing questions.  If the person wants to tell you about their disability, they will bring up the subject themselves.

· Don’t show pity.  The person with a disability wants to be treated as an equal in all things.  Everyone wants the chance to prove themselves.

· Don’t separate the person with a disability from his wheelchair or crutches unless they ask you to remove them. They may want them close by.

· Don’t make up your mind about a person with a disability ahead of time.  You may be surprised at how wrong you are in judging their interest or ability.

· ENJOY yourself and your friendship with the person.  Their philosophy and good humor may give you inspiration.

The Role of the Leader

As a volunteer, one of the most challenging duties you could be assigned is the position of leader.  A leader’s first responsibility is the horse but you must also constantly be aware of the rider, instructor, and any potential hazards in or around the arena.  In addition, you must also consider the sidewalkers, making sure there is enough room along the fence and around obstacles for them to pass.

· An effective leader pays close attention to the rider’s needs as well as to where the horse is going.  This attention reinforces the rider’s attempts to control the horse.  However, you should not execute an instruction for the rider before he/she has time to process the information and make an effort to attempt the instruction.  

· Avoid the temptation to talk to the rider and /or sidewalkers during the lesson.    Too much input/talk and not knowing who’s in charge will confuse a rider.  This does not mean that you should not talk at all BUT your main focus should always be on the horse and what the instructor is asking the rider to do.  Try to discourage casual conversation.  The student is here to learn to ride, try to direct the attention of your rider to the instructor if you do not have a sidewalker.

· The correct position for the leader when leading the horse or pony is on the left side.  The leader should be positioned just back of the horse/pony’s eye.  The lead line is held with the right hand, 6-12 inches from the snap, allowing free motion of the horse’s head.  This position is more therapeutic to the rider and less irritating to the horse.  

· The tail end of the lead line should be looped in a figure eight in the left hand to avoid tripping on it.  NEVER coil the rope around your hand.  A sudden pull could crush or amputate your fingers.

· In order for the rider to have complete freedom to use the reins correctly, care should be taken to ensure that the lead line does not run over the rider’s reins. The lead line must be hanging between the rider’s rein not over the top of it.

“WALKING ON”
To start your horse walking you should first give just make your own forward motion with your body. DO NOT pull the horse by the lead rope.   Second ask the horse to “walk on” or cluck.  IF this does not work start the procedure over again.  Be sure to stay beside the horse NOT in front or behind the horse. This position gives you the most control over the horse at all times.  In a battle with a horse, you lose.  Your job is to get the horse to cooperate and by doing so your team will have a much more satisfying experience in all of your lessons.  Always be sure to walk the speed of your horse.  Some horses have a much longer or shorter stride than others so it’s important to keep up the correct speed of the horse.  If a horse is lazy you will have to be encouraging the horse to walk-on through most of the lesson without fighting with him/her and interfering with the riders attempts to guide/rein the horse.

LEADING YOUR HORSE

When leading your horse talk to him/her.  NOT excessively but with commands – “walk-on”, “whoa”, “trot”.  Giving praise to your horse “good boy – good girl” when the horse response to commands or handles  a stressful situation helps the horse and rider to trust you more.  This trust and respect will only grow if you are attentive to your job.  “Stroking” your horses neck a little “sometimes” reassures him/her that everything is all right and that he/she is doing a good job.  Keep your hands away from the horse’s mouth.

“WHOA”/STOPPING your horse (halting)

Most horses cannot stop-on-a-dime.  Therefore you should slow your pace down and give them a little “heads-up” (backwards motion) just before you ask with the word “whoa” and apply pressure to the lead rope only as hard as you have to.  Some horses will start to stop immediately and others will need a few steps each time to balance themselves and their riders before stopping.  As you work with the different horses in this facility you will learn how to handle each horse.  Horses are individuals just like we are and therefore react in their own ways to different situations.
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Figure A  depicts a few faults common among leaders: grimly marching along-head down, one hand on the lead snap, other hand inside the coiled end of the lead rope, dragging the horse.  Figure B   shows the correct position for leaders.  
AT THE HALT
 When you halt your horse for more than a few seconds, stand in front of the horse facing him/her.  Standing in front is a psychological barrier to the horse and he will stand more quietly.  This is especially important while the riders are doing their exercises.  The “halt” is also used as a “breather” for the horses.  While in the halt do not hold your horse’s head too tight.  Allow the horse freedom to move its head around but not turn its body.

AT THE WALK

Many leaders forget that the riders may have sidewalkers.  Be aware not to get to close to the side of the arena, jumps, or any other obstacles.  This means when approaching an obstacle lead your horse far enough away so that the sidewalkers will have enough room to pass the obstacle too.  GIVE YOURSELF AND YOUR HORSE ROOM FROM THE HORSE IN FRONT OF YOU.  All horses can kick if they feel pressured by a horse following too closely behind them.  If your rider cannot manage a safe distance from the other horses in the arena then it is your job to do so quietly.  Use common sense. If you see that your rider is getting into trouble and is unable to follow directions given by the instructor, it is your job to help control the horse.

AT THE TROT

Often during a lesson the students will be asked to trot.  Since trotting is faster than walking, the leader has to be more alert to the horse, rider, and surroundings.  Before starting the trot, be sure the rider is sitting squarely in the saddle and that he/she is holding on if that is required.  This is the sidewalker’s duty, if you have one – if not you should be aware. It is always a good idea (good communication) to ask if everyone is ready to execute the trot?  

When asking a horse to trot, start with the familiar “heads-up” signal and start to walk a little faster, say “trot” while giving little tugs on the lead line in the forward motion and immediately start to jog yourself.  Don’t pull on the lead line. Keep repeating this procedure until the horse responds to the request.  Patience will win out in the end and each time you work with this horse he/she will become much more responsive to your requests.

DO NOT run in front of your horse or allow him/her to get ahead of you.  Again use the “heads-up” (tiny quick tugs) technique to encourage your horse to stay with you.  Try to stop trotting exactly where the instructor has asked you to stop.  This will require that you “think ahead” at all times.  

AT THE MOUNTING RAMPS/BLOCKS
Lead your horse to the mounting ramps and pay close attention to the instructor because she will tell you where to position the horse in the mounting area.  Placing the horse as close as possible to the side of the ramp that the rider will be mounting on is important.  Most mounting and dismounting is done on the left side of the horse.  It is your responsibility to keep the horse as quiet as possible while the rider mounts.  Again stroking the horse’s neck is a reassuring and calming action.  

You should be standing directly in front of your horse holding the lead line appropriately. (Not too tight and not too loose).  Be aware that some horses are not very comfortable while the rider is mounting and therefore you need to be alert if the horse starts to get nervous or irritated.  Your instructor will always be aware of the horse’s reaction with you along with assisting the rider and will quite often assist you with advice as to how to handle the horse. (i.e. hold the cheek pieces with your elbows out to avoid being nipped)
Immediately after the rider is mounted, before adjusting the stirrups, you should walk the horse forward a few steps away from the mounting area.  DO NOT WALK BACKWARDS!!  

DO NOT ATTEMPT TO MOUNT OR DISMOUNT THE STUDENT AT ANY TIME. 

ALWAYS WAIT FOR THE INSRUCTOR TO GIVE THE INSTRUCTIONS 

DISMOUNTING

Unless otherwise specified, the instructor will dismount the student.  You will receive specific instructions as to whether to bring your student to the ramp or remain in the center of the arena.  Once again, keep your horse quiet by standing in front while your rider dismounts.

DURING GAMES

Games are an important part of every lesson.  The leader is an important part of all games.  The instructor will give the riders and volunteers the rules of the game to be played.  Your enthusiasm is contagious, BUT remember it is the rider playing NOT YOU.  Allow the student to do as much as possible by him/herself.   

FALLS DO HAPPEN

Though falls are very rare, they can and do happen.  If your rider falls, STOP YOUR HORSE IMMEDIATELY, your only responsibility is handling your horse.  The instructor will take care of the rider.  If another rider falls and the horse gets loose, again stop your horse immediately and stand in the halt position (in front of the horse).  Comfort your horse to let him/her know everything is all right.  NEVER LET GO OF YOUR HORSE.  Do not panic if there is a fall, your job is to stop your horse and reassure him/her.

EMERGENCY DISMOUNTS In rare circumstances, a rider may require an emergency dismount from the horse.  If the rider is in immediate danger of falling from the horse for any reason (seizures, loss of consciousness, “spooked horse”, etc.) an emergency dismount may become necessary.
                                    EMERGENCY DISMOUNT PROCEDURE

· ALERT the instructor that an emergency exists and that the rider is to be dismounted

· Volunteers will verbally alert the instructor by stating loudly “ emergency dismount!”

· IF POSSIBLE walk horse to middle of the arena towards instructor (may not have time to do this) before dismounting rider.
· Explain to the rider what you are doing even if the rider seems unaware or unable to hear you.  Good communication is the key to making all situations turn out as best that they can.
· If unable to safely proceed to the center of the arena and you have two sidewalkers, the leader will halt and stand in front of the horse at the head.  Sidewalkers will remove riders feet from the stirrups, help rider lean towards the horses neck draping the riders arms on sides of the horse and then proceed to swing right leg of the rider over the horses rump to dismount to the ground.  Sidewalker on left assumes the “lunge” position and will slide the rider onto his/her thigh and then gently to the ground. If possible, turn them away from the horse, so that you are between them and the horse.

· If there is only one sidewalker the leader will halt the horse and move to the off-side (still holding onto horse) to remove the riders right foot from the stirrup while the left sidewalker removes left foot from the stirrup.  Rider is then assisted as before to the ground.  Sidewalker is in charge of rider until instructor can take over emergency procedures and assume control of the rider.   Leader is in charge of horse.  Leader should walk the horse a safe distance away from the rider and wait for instruction from the instructor.

· If needed, a person will be dispatched to summon rescue personnel from the nearest telephone, noting location of rider, possible problems and directions to the facility.  Make sure the caller stays on the line with the emergency personnel until told by them to hang up. 
 THE ROLE OF A SIDEWALKER

The job of the sidewalker is to provide whatever assistance is required to help the rider achieve balance on the horse. The sidewalker walks next to the horse and rider so that the rider can be assisted and observed at all times.  Remember that the rider’s safety comes first. 

· Sidewalkers are the ones who normally get the most hands-on duties in therapeutic riding.  They are directly responsible for the rider.  The sidewalker has the capability to either enhance or detract from the lesson.  Sidewalkers are very important as they need to be constantly aware of the student at all times and what they are being instructed to do.  The first goal is the safety of the rider, which depends on you, the sidewalker.  And the second goal is to help the rider have a learning fun experience.

· Sidewalkers should learn from experience how to anticipate difficulties from the horse or rider, which might create accidents. Be as prepared as possible for the unexpected.  Use your judgment as necessary.  The horse does not always act in predictable way or “according to procedure”.  Always be alert to your surroundings.  

· The sidewalker walks next to the rider’s knee.  It is important to maintain a position by the rider’s knee.  Being too far forward or back will make it very difficult to assist with instructions or provide security for the rider if the horse should trip or shy.  

· There are two ways to hold onto the rider without interfering.   The most commonly used is the “arm-over-the-thigh” hold ( see page 13).  The sidewalker grips the front of the saddle (flap or pommel depending on the horse’s size) with the hand closest to the rider.  Then the fleshy part of the forearm rests gently on the rider’s thigh.  Be careful that the elbow doesn’t accidentally dig into the rider’s leg.  If additional support is needed, you can hold the rider’s ankle with your other hand.  With a sidewalker on each side supporting the rider in this way, the rider should be quite secure.  When you have just started to sidewalk, it may help you to hold onto the front of the saddle (pommel) to assist you in finding your position.  Be sure not to lean on the horse or rider since this pressure may cause either to become unbalanced.  As soon as you are secure in this position, you may not need to hold onto the saddle.  

· Sometimes , pressure on the thigh can increase and /or cause muscle spasticity,  especially with the Cerebral Palsy population.  In this case, the  “therapeutic hold” may be used.  Here, the leg is held at the joints, usually the knee and /or ankle.  Check with the instructor/therapist for the best way to assist.  In the (unlikely) event of an emergency, the arm-over -thigh hold is the most secure.

· Avoid wrapping your arm around the rider’s waist.  It can offer too much and uneven support.  At times it can even pull the rider off balance and make riding difficult.  Encourage your students to use their own trunk muscles to the best of their abilities. 

· Since the student with less muscle tone requires the sidewalker to exert enormous physical energies, you may need to change sides throughout the lessons.  To do so, notify the instructor that you need to “switch” and please come into the center of the ring and change with the other sidewalker one at a time.  The rider must never totally be left alone during a change over since falling may occur.  Remember, the rider’s safety comes first at all times.

· Do not grab at a student if he/she starts to slip, gently guide them back into the correct position.

· Maintain enough distance between the horse leader and yourself so that you do not trip over each other, especially when the horse is trotting and you must jog to keep pace.  The sidewalker should be listening to the instructor’s direction so he/she can reinforce the directions when necessary, BUT allow the rider plenty of time to process the information before he/she begins to assist.   Never give a rider more assistance than is necessary.  It is important that the rider develops balance and strength, and gains the feeling of being centered or off-balance.  From these sensations, a balanced seat will develop and the rider will gain proper posture and function.  Independence is an important goal in therapeutic riding.

· During the lesson the sidewalker/s is always close to the rider, you will find that the rider may want to talk to you a great deal.  Do not ignore direct questions but do try and get your rider to direct his/her attention to the instructor.  If your rider is not paying attention or does not hear the instructor, you can help reinforce the directions with “prompting”.  

· When the instructor gives a direction, allow your rider plenty of time to process it.  If the instructor says, “Turn to the right toward me”, and the student seems confused, gently tap the right hand and say, “Right”, to reinforce the command.  You will get to know the riders and learn when they need help and when they’re just not paying attention.

· During exercises, pay close attention to your student.  Sometimes volunteers forget that when the rider is doing exercises, the sidewalker is to reinforce and assist.  The same applies to games.  Don’t get so competitive that your rider doesn’t get to use his skills because you do it for him/her in an all out effort to win.

· One of the greatest distractions in the arena is excessive talking by students and volunteers.  Do not have conversations with your fellow volunteers and rider while in the lesson.  However, communicating anything that has to do with the rider’s position, balance or horse is your job. Any unnecessary talking distracts the rider, shows disrespect for the riding lesson, and diverts the attention of the team.  (If two sidewalkers are working with one rider, one sidewalker should be the “designated buddy” to avoid to much talk – refer to page on “Volunteer Ability Guidelines”)
The ultimate goal for therapeutic riding is to encourage the rider to stretch and grow to be as normal as he can possibly be.  You are right at his/her side, so help the instructor to challenge him/her to the best of his/her ability.

Without you, these programs could not exist.  We thank you for all you give and challenge you to be the best that you can be.
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