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A young boy sits slumped in the back of his parents’ car. His eyes have been taken over by a heart-breaking shade of red, and his cheeks are stained by his once flowing tears. His mother turns and looks at him from the passenger seat. “They’re just jealous, Jeremy” she says softly. As he sits, he knows she’s lying. He’s different. He’s not as smart as the other kids in his class. They tease him, especially during gym class. No matter how hard he tries, he simply cannot control his body. He’s just…different.

 Finally, the car stops and Jeremy’s parents help him out. “Are you excited kido?” his dad asks, handing Jeremy his crutches. Jeremy shrugs his shoulders and follows his parents through the gate. His eyes wander about until he spots his best friend. 

“Sampson!” he exclaims. Sampson turns his head, lets out an emphatic neigh, and canters over towards his favorite rider. A smile ignites across Jeremy’s face; it’s time for his favorite part of the week, his therapeutic riding lesson. 

Therapeutic horseback riding provides incredible opportunities to thousands of kids just like Jeremy. Therapeutic riding uses a vast number of exercises to improve a differently abled person’s quality of life. Different exercises can have outstanding physical and mental benefits. 
Every therapeutic riding center is unique, most facilities however, incorporate a few basic exercises into their program. To begin a lesson, kids like Jeremy will groom the horse they will soon be riding. Grooming is a great way for the horse and rider to become acquainted and to begin to feel more comfortable around each other. There are several different brushes used for grooming. Whether students are using currycombs, shedding shears, or stiff brushes, they need to keep a firm grip on the brush in order to sweep away all of the dirt. All of these brushes help to improve the person’s finger, hand, and arm control (Jacobs, 2003). Jeremy’s favorite part of grooming had always been getting to use the soft brush. Jeremy was always so proud of the shine it gave Sampson’s coat, and Sampson loved it too! He would always turn his head to watch Jeremy and nod in approval. This type of interaction helps the horse and rider to feel relaxed around one another (Anderson, 1967). Once the horse is groomed and an instructor has saddled it, it’s time for the participant to begin riding. 

There are uncountable amounts of exercises to be done on horseback. Aside from the basic walk and trot warm ups, many therapeutic riding facilities use fun games in their lessons. While riding, students will have to guide their horse through obstacles, such as weaving through cones or making the horse walk in circles. Riders will also have to move objects, to and from different places. For instance, Jeremy adored guiding Sampson over to a mailbox with a small stuffed animal inside of it. He’d have to reach out, open the mailbox and take out the toy. From there, Jeremy would guide Sampson to an instructor and hand the stuffed animal off to him or her. Bareback exercises are also very popular. Riding bareback offers an entirely new experience for the students. They are able to feel all of the horse’s movements and how it moves their own bodies, which forces the riders to focus diligently on their balance (UCP, 2008). All of these exercises can have wonderful benefits for the rider. 


The most obvious benefits of therapeutic riding are physical improvements. Activities such as grooming and games on horseback help to develop a greater range of motion in the riders’ arms and legs. While trotting, the riders’ legs are swinging in a similar way, as they should while the participant is walking on their own (American, 2008). This helps the muscles to learn how to move, which in turn, makes walking easier for the participant. As mentioned before, riding bareback forces the riders to focus on balancing their bodies on top of the horse. According to the United Cerebral Palsy website, “The rhythmic and repetitive movement of the horse’s gait induces a constant need for the rider to adjust to the horse’s movement” (UCP, 2008). Reaching over to grab objects, or just sitting on a horse, has this same benefit. Riders not only need to focus on their balance, but also on all of the movements they make. Riders like Jeremy need to keep their bodies under control in order to control the horse. Being conscious of what their body is doing decreases muscle spasms and cuts down on irregular movements (UCP, 2008). Physical improvements are not the only benefits, however.


Therapeutic riding can offer just as many, if not more, mental advantages as it does physical. Controlling a horse is far from easy, so when a rider does it successfully, his or her self-esteem and self-worth sky rockets (Strides, 1999). However, any type of riding can be extremely frustrating. Therapeutic riding encourages students to control their emotions and express them in a safe way (Jacobs, 2003). Explaining to the riders how negative emotions and actions can upset the horses helps them to want to act more calmly and more well mannered. Therapeutic riding also encourages students to take an interest in the world around them. While riding outside, the rider may begin to want to explore the barn, fields, or woods near by (Jacobs, 2003). This want can increase the rider’s meaning of life. One of the largest mental benefits of therapeutic, however, riding is an added sense of normality (Jacobs, 2003). Jeremy was able to see how the activities he was participating in are the same as a non-therapeutic rider’s activities. This sense of normalness can be crucial in a person’s life. For many, therapeutic horseback riding makes life a little more worthwhile.


There are unimaginable amounts of horsemanship activities. Therapeutic horseback riding, however, can offer more than a first place medal. Therapeutic riding gives something amazing back to everyone involved, especially kids like Jeremy. The different exercises have not only physical benefits, but mental ones too. Therapeutic horseback riding can be life changing. Thousands of kids just like Jeremy have fallen in love with riding, but more importantly, through riding, kids like Jeremy have learned to love themselves.

Referenced Sources

"A Therapeutic Riding Program." Leigh Ann's Horses for Attachment. 13 Mar. 2008 <http://leighannshorses.org/>.

Anderson, C. W. Complete Book of Horses and Horsemanship. Toronto: The Macmillan Company, 1967

Jacobs, Leslie. "Therapeutic Horseback Riding." Jacobs' Ladder. 20 Aug. 2003. 13 Mar. 2008 <http://www.jacobsladderriding.com/benefits.html>.

"Sports & Leisure." UCP. 2008. United Cerebral Palsy. 13 Mar. 2008 <http://www.ucp.org/ucp_channeldoc.cfm/1/15/11383/11383-11383/2833>.

"STRIDES Therapeutic Riding. Benefits of therapeutic riding for." Strides Therapeutic Riding. 1999. 07 May 2008 <http://www.strides.org/benefits.html>.
"Therapeutic Riding Programs." American Equestrian Alliance. American Entertainment & Equestrian Alliance. 07 May 2008 <http://www.americanequestrian.com/therapy.htm>.

PAGE  
0

