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Horseback riding is an enjoyable activity for many
people, but for an individual with a disability it can be
much more. Each year, more and more people with
disabilities learn about the therapeutic benefits of
horseback riding (NARHA, 2002).

Therapeutic riding programs use horse related activities
for clients with physical, mental, cognitive, social or
behavioral problems.  Therapeutic riding places an
emphasis on the combination of learning a rewarding
activity while attaining the best physical and functional
levels possible.  This approach includes goals in the
major areas of sport, recreation, health, and education
(Indiana Horse Council Therapeutic Riding/Driving
Committee Brochure, 2002).

Research shows that individuals with all types of
disabilities who participate in therapeutic riding can
experience physical, mental, and psychological benefits
(NARHA, 2002). During horseback riding, the rider
experiences the three dimensional movement of the
horse (side to side, up and down, and front and back).
The value of this movement is transferred into the
physical benefits of the exercise, the fun involved in
participating, and mental stimulation (Nolt, 1995).

Because horseback riding gently and rhythmically
moves the rider’s body in a way that is similar to the
way human’s walk, riders with physical disabilities often
show improvement in flexibility, balance and muscle
strength (NARHA, 2002).   For those with mental or
emotional disabilities, the unique relationship formed
with the horse can lead to increased confidence,
patience and self-esteem (NARHA, 2002).

In addition to these benefits, there are a number of other
specific skills and experiences associated with
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A relatively new therapeutic riding
program began its second season
providing services to individuals with
special needs. Located in southwest
Indiana. Little Creek Special Equestrians
was founded by Penny and Harlan Akers,
in memory of their granddaughter,
Michaela.  Michaela had CHARGE
Syndrome and was deafblind.  She also
had several serious health concerns and
died during her second year.

Penny and Harlan explain their founding of
Little Creek Special Equestrians in the
following way:  “We have both been
involved with horses for 30 years.  We first
became aware of therapeutic riding and its
benefits when,
as the
grandparents of
a child with
CHARGE
Syndrome, we
began looking
for ways to
enhance our
granddaughter’s
life.  The
positive results
we saw
convinced us of
the power of equine-assisted activities.”

(Continued on page 2)
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Little Creek Special Equestrians’ mission is to
provide opportunities for individuals with special
needs to participate in quality equine-assisted

activities in a safe, educational, professional, and
enjoyable environment. By doing so, it is hoped
that the physical, mental, social and emotional
growth of each participant is promoted. Little
Creek’s staff also are dedicated to educating the
community about the abilities of individuals with
special needs, not only in equine activities, but in
all life experiences.

At Little Creek Special Equestrians, the program
includes therapeutic riding as well as grooming
and tacking.  As the program becomes more
established, they plan to include additional
equine-assisted activities such as therapeutic
driving for those individuals whose disabilities
make it impossible to sit on a horse safely (this
requires a specially made wheelchair-accessible
cart and specially trained horse).  Also, the Akers
plan to add equine mental health activities and
equine-assisted therapy (hippotherapy).  In
addition, there are plans to implement a school
program which will incorporate classroom ses-
sions along with riding, grooming, and tacking, as
well as working with the 4-H, Special Olympics
and Paralympics programs.  These additional
activities will allow Little Creek Special
Equestrians to serve a more diverse group of
individuals, as well as to provide additional op-
portunities for participants who are interested to
compete.

Many issues must be considered when selecting a
therapeutic riding program.  These include
location, available programs, safety, costs, and
even your rapport with the staff and horses at a
particular center.  The Indiana Horse Council
Therapeutic Riding/Driving Committee has
developed the following list of questions to help you
decide which program is the right one for you and
your child.

• Is the program accredited or affiliated with the
North American Riding for the Handicapped
Association (NARHA)?

• What type of insurance coverage does the
program have?

• Are the instructors trained to be therapeutic
riding instructors?

• What other qualifications do the instructors
have?

• Does the program require a physician’s
release for participation?

• Does the program use appropriate safety
equipment?

• Do they have a safely built, fully enclosed
indoor/outdoor arena accessible to people
with disabilities?

• Is the program equipped with a ramp and
mounting block?

• Is the staff trained in first aid/CPR?
• What are the program’s emergency procedures

and are all the volunteers trained in these
procedures?

• Is the therapeutic driving program equipped for
driving with a wheelchair accessible cart?

• Does the instructor have any special
training or experience in the field?

• Do the volunteers receive training?
• What role do the volunteers play?
• What type of selection process, if any, is

used to determine which volunteers will be
used during the lesson?

• Can the family volunteer with their child?
• What are the program’s policies and standards

for volunteers and volunteer training?
• Does the program provide scholarships?
• Does the program run year round or is it

seasonal?
• Is there an observation room for parents to

wait in and observe the lesson?
• Are the horses trained for therapeutic riding?
• Do the horses seem happy, healthy, willing,

alert, and responsive?
• Is the program a non-profit or a for profit

business?
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Therapeutic Riding Programs in Indiana

The following is a list of Therapeutic Riding
Programs throughout the state of Indiana that are
members of the North American Riding for the
Handicapped Association (NARHA).  NARHA
indicates that persons interested in their member
centers can be assured that: the professionals
working there have been educated to NARHA
standards; the instructors are certified;  safety is
a priority; and, the center is insured. In addition,
NARHA center personnel have access to
continuing education opportunities to maintain a
standard of excellence in providing activities with
horses for individuals with disabilities.

Hopefully, this list will allow you to find those
centers closest to you and allow you to visit them
in order to find the program best suited for your
child’s needs. All NARHA centers should be glad
to explain their services to you, to offer tours of
their facilities, and to be able to evaluate potential
participants.

Special Friends Equestrian Center
P.O. Box 10
Culver, IN 46511
(574) 842-3569
davallen@culcom.net

Advanced Children's Therapy, Inc.
1060 E. 86th Street Suite 65C
Indianapolis, IN 46240
(317) 566-8260
jc-act@excite.com

The Children's TherAplay Foundation, Inc.
9919 Towne Rd
Carmel, IN 46032
(317) 872-4166
info@childrenstheraplay.org
www.childrenstheraplay.org.

THE CHAPS
NARHA Premier Accredited Center
The CHAPS - 4H Youth Devel
1161 Ag Admin Bldg Purdue Univ
West Lafayette, IN 47907-1161
(765) 563-3797

Stir -N- Up Hope, Inc.
602 W CR 200 N
Rockport, IN 47635
(812) 649-8963
tepperson@psci.net

River Valley Equestrian Center
416 S. Zoar Church Rd
Madison, IN 47250
(812) 866-4006
lkfarm@seidata.com

Reins of Life, Inc.
NARHA Premier Accredited Center
55200 Quince Rd.
South Bend, IN 46619
(574) 232-0853

Red Cedar
3900 Hursh Rd
Fort Wayne, IN 46845
(260) 637-3608
redcedar@awsusa.com
www.awsredcedar.com

Q.M.F. Special Equestrians, LTD.
4315 W. 133rd Ave
Crown Point, IN 46307
(219) 663-7581

People and Animal Learning Services (PALS)
NARHA Premier Accredited Center
RR 3 Box 390
Solsberry, IN 47459
(812) 336-2798
pals@indiana.edu
www.palstherapy.org

Northern IN Riding For the Handicapped Assoc.
19676 Lincoln Hwy. W
Plymouth, IN 46563
(574) 936-3157
y19441956@skyenet.net

New Hope Therapeutic Equestrian Center, Inc.
6125 N 400 E
Greenfield, IN 46140
(317) 326-4163
NewHopeTEC@aol.com or www.NewHopeTEC.org

Mounted Miracles Therapeutic SMWC
Riding Program
St Mary of the Woods College
Saint Mary of the Woods, IN 47876
(812) 535-5001
pakers@smwc.edu
www.smwc.edu
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Epona's Gift, TRC of Steuben County, Inc.
730 W 700 N
Fremont, IN 46737
(260) 833-4114
elixir@locl.net

Morning Dove Therapeutic Riding, Inc.
7968 E. 200 South
Whitestown, IN 46075
USA
(317)769-6453
morningdove@tds.net

Children's Therapy Plus, Inc.
NARHA Premier Accredited Center
6504 E. 129th Ave
Crown Point, IN 46307
(219)662-7654
ChildrensTherapy@aol.com
www.ChildrensTherapy.com

Christie Farms
1800 Kennedy-Mott Rd
Depauw, IN 47115
(812) 364-4660
universalmorgan@aol.com
www.universalmorgan.com

Sunrise, Inc.
2670 Minneman Rd
Richmond, IN 47374
(765)935-4291

Agape Therapeutic Riding Resources, Inc.
NARHA Premier Accredited Center
24950 Mt Pleasant Rd
Cicero, IN 46034
(317)773-7433
rdpeterson15@hotmail.com

EquiVenture Therapeutic Riding Inc.
P.O. Box 2573
Kokomo, IN 46904
(765) 455-2408
tguyer@myvine.com or www.equiventure.org

Exceptional Equestrians of Porter County Inc.
3702 Harmony Ct
Valparaiso, IN 46383
(219)464-4093
ddenzine@attbi.com

Four Seasons Farm
4282 S. 800 E
Greentown, IN 46936
(765) 628-2888
Fsonfarm@aol.com

Iron Horse Therapeutic Center
105 Springwood Dr
Hebron, IN 46341
(219) 988-5722
edwardexcalibur@cs.com

Little Creek Special Equestrians, Inc.
1799 N Sonnefield Rd
Center Point, IN 47840
(812) 986-3097
hpakers@ccrtc.com

Loveway, Inc.
NARHA Premier Accredited Center
54151 Cr 33
Middlebury, IN 46540
(574) 825-5666
loveway@kconline.com

East Central Indiana Therapeutic Riding Inc
12120 S Cnty Rd 500E
Selma, IN 47383
(765) 774-3702
madfpequestrian@earthlink.net

Therapeutic Riding Information
and Research Articles

Dowling, C. G. (2001).  Horse medicine.  People
Weekly, (55) 2, 50-55.

Farias-Toaszewski, S., Jenkins, S.R., Keller, J.
(2001).  An evaluation of therapeutic
horseback riding programs for adults with
physical impairments.  Therapeutic
Recreation Journal (35) 3, 250.

Nolt, B.H. Jr. (1995).  Guidelines for therapeutic
horseback riding programs.  University
Park, PA:College of Agricultural Sciences,
Pennsyvania State University.

Therapeutic Riding Web Sites

North American Riding for the Handicapped
Association (NARHA)

http://www.narha.org

Capital Area Therapeutic Riding Association
http://www.catra.net

Strides Therapeutic Riding
http://www.strides.org

Horseback Riding Therapy
http://mimi.essortment.com/
horsebackriding_psn.htm
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Michaela Snyder was
born with several severe
health problems,
including heart disease,
but she learned to ride a
horse.

She underwent heart
surgery on her second
day of life, and died in
her second year.

Michaela had CHARGE
Syndrome, a rare condi-
tion consisting of a
series of birth defects.

CHARGE babies have
little upper body
strength; most can’t
crawl.  Michaela couldn’t crawl.  Until the day she
rode a horse.  After that, she started sitting up.  After
a few more rides, she began to crawl.  Although
horseback riding could not save Michaela’s life, it did
help her to do things many CHARGE babies are
never able to do.

“Horseback riding relaxes and strengthens the body’s
muscles.  When you sit a horse, you’re constantly
adjusting your balance,” said Penny Akers, a certified
therapeutic riding instructor who was also Michaela’s
grandmother.

Therapeutic riding is a field unknown to most people.
As a form of restorative medical treatment, it is
relatively new; a Norwegian therapist named
Boothker introduced it in 1952, the year
Scandinavian athlete Liz Hartwell, a polio victim, won
a silver medal in dressage (precision horse drilling) at
the Helsinki Olympics.  Seeing in Hartwell’s
achievement the potential for others, Boothker
developed a therapeutic riding program for disabled
children.

The 1960’s saw the birth of therapeutic riding clinics
in the U.S. and Canada, leading to the formation of
the North American Riding for the Handicapped
Association in 1969.

In 1969, Penny Akers and her husband Harlan were
students at Staunton High School.  Even then, the
future husband and wife shared a love of horses;
they spent much of their time together riding.  They

Horse Riding Offers Valuable Treatment

Frank Phillips photo

(Continued on page 6)

Penny Akers pets Daydream Baby in
the horse’s stall.

horseback riding that illustrate the value of
this activity to someone with a disability.
They include:

• Life skills:  Many of the activities associated
with horses are transferable to everyday life
activities.  Riding activities involve: stop and
go, up and down, right/left, color
identification, circles, long and short brush
strokes, back and front, top and bottom, and
body parts, etc.  In addition, therapeutic
riding instructors will incorporate
educational goals into the riding process.

• Spatial awareness:  The ability to know
where one is in space does not come
naturally to everyone.  Riding a horse helps
to develop one’s spatial awareness skills
and improve balance.

• Olfactory experiences:  The scents
involved during riding (e.g., new hay, mixed
sweet feed, a new foal, etc.) are unique and
provide a new, wider range of experiences.

• Tactile experiences:  Riding offers the
chance to experience many textures. For
example, one can learn the meaning of
coarse, soft, or hard, the feel of a mane or
tail, and/or the textures of hay and grain.

• Psychological experiences:  The horse
presents many challenges that, when
mastered by the rider, enhance their
psychological profile.  Many people benefit by
being able to guide a horse where they want
it to go or by being able to “run” when they
are normally confined to a wheelchair.

• Expanded vocabulary and
identification skills:  Horseback riding
introduces a variety of different words such
as, saddle, bridle, curry comb, mare, stall,
pasture, or mane.

• Exposure to a nontraditional
environment:  For someone who is
disabled a trip to the farm or horse barn
may introduce a welcome break from the
normal routine.

These are just a few of the benefits and
skills that can be gained through
therapeutic horseback riding (Nolt, 2002).
However, perhaps the most important
benefit is that it is a fun leisure activity!

by Jim Ball, Brazil Times
Reprinted with Permission
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Upcoming Events
January
2000

October 17, 18, 19, 2003:  2003 Family
Learning Weekend, Bradford Woods Outdoor and
Leadership Center, Martinsville, IN
Sponsored by:  Indiana Deafblind Svcs. Project
Speaker:  Dr. Lauren J. Lieberman, Associate
Professor of Adapted Physical Education at
State University of New York (SUNY) Brockport.

This weekend is for families who are interested
in strategies to provide, enhance, and expand
recreation and leisure activities for their
children who are deafblind.  For more
information call Lisa Poff at 1-800-622-3035.
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later moved to Lexington, KY, where Penny and
Harlan worked with thoroughbreds.  Today, they
live south of SR 42 near Poland.  After five years
working with horses on farms in and around
Lexington, the Akers returned to Indiana.  Not long
after, Michaela was born.  The infant’s obvious
disabilities left the family unsure what to do.

“I had seen stories on TV about therapeutic riding,”
said Akers.  “So I asked Michaela’s therapist about
it.”  Unfamiliar with this still-obscure therapeutic
field, therapist Martha Sullivan decided to give
Aker’s idea a try.

“There are many avenues for children with
disabilities,” said Sullivan, who worked with
Michaela at Terre Haute Physical Therapy.  “We
saw no potential for harm, and the Akers had a
strong family interest in horses.  It was an option
worth exploring.”

The Akers took Michaela to a farm in Rockville -
not a riding clinic, just a place with horses.
Michaela’s grandmother saw immediate
improvement.  “She completed seven sessions and
went from being immobile to being able to crawl,”
Akers said.

Sullivan agrees that Michaela benefited from
horseback riding. “It strengthened Michaela’s
balance and posture,” Michaela’s therapist said.
“Balance improves through the unconscious desire
everyone feels to stay upright.”

Horse Riding Offers
Valuable Treatment


