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October 9, 2019 
 
 
Welcome to Southern Vermont Therapeutic Riding Center,   
 

Attached is a Volunteer Manual that should provide you with the information you 

need.  Please take the time to review and reach out to me if you have any questions. 

  
In order to provide the best service to our participants, it is important that you 

communicate with us if you cannot come to a class or if you will be late. If possible, try to 

arrange for a substitute or give us plenty of notice to provide one.  With your help, we can 

provide a fun, safe environment for our participants.   

 

Thank you coming and being a part of our Equine Assisted Activities program.  

 

 

 

 

 

Amber Thibodeau  

Executive Director  

Email: amber.sovtrc@gmail.com 

Phone: 802-221-4409  



3 Cross Country Circle, Wilmington, VT 05363 802-221-4409 

www.sovtrc.org 

 

 

 

Volunteer Manual 

 

 

 

 

 
"To the world you may be one person, 

but to one person you may be the world." 
-Heather Darling-Cortes 

 

 

http://www.sovtrc.org/
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Introduction  

Therapeutic horseback riding began in Europe over 60 years ago. It has grown from the intuitive 

knowledge of a few dedicated equestrians to a successful treatment method recognized and 

supported by medical, psychiatric and social service professionals. Therapeutic riding gained 

worldwide attention during the 1952 Olympic Games in Finland when Liz Hartel, stricken by 

polio and wheelchair bound, won the silver medal in dressage. Her victory was the catalyst for 

the formation of therapeutic riding centers throughout Europe, particularly Great Britain. The 

first therapeutic riding center in the United States began in 1969. 

 

The Professional Association of Therapeutic Horsemanship International (PATH) was 

established in 1969 as the North American Riding for the Handicapped Association.  PATH is an 

investigative, advisory, training and regulatory organization which helps promote safety by 

setting standards for well-run horse-related programs for disabled persons. There are now 

hundreds of PATH-affiliated centers and thousands of people involved in therapeutic 

horsemanship.  

 

Goals for therapeutic programs vary with each student. It's general purpose is the hope that 

physically and emotionally involved people of all ages may have an enjoyable experience while 

working with a horse. The more dynamic purpose of the program is the development of balance, 

coordination, self-esteem and strength, benefiting the student both physically and 

psychologically. Therapeutic activities also build self-awareness, emotional control and 

independence. And it does all of these things while being fun!  

 

Instructors and volunteers provide an emotional and sometimes physical "safety net" to uphold 

and enhance the student lesson. The rewards are plentiful for those people willing to give their 

time in a therapeutic program as volunteers. A sense of purpose can be found in the challenges of 

working in a demanding situation. There is satisfaction gained by watching others grow and 

improve from being a part of those changes. For many, the time spent with the horses coupled 

with being outdoors is a major source of enjoyment. Other volunteers hone skills necessary for 

their careers. There are as many reasons and rewards to volunteerism as there are to volunteers. 
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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 & 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 four 

fields; however, each can be practiced as a specialty.  

Therapy  

Equine activities are used as a form of therapy to achieve physical, psychological, cognitive, 

behavioral and communication goals. The therapy is provided by a licensed/credentialed health 

professional1. The use of the horse involves a team approach among licensed/credentialed health 

professionals, 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 professions into the 

equine activities used in a 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.  

                                                           
1 A licensed/credentialed health professional 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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Education  

Equine activities are used to achieve psycho-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 or 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 

professionals 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.  

Sport  

People with physical, mental and psychological impairments can participate in sport activities - 

adapted as needed - with the horse. These activities include 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. 

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 and relaxing 

experience that provides additional therapeutic benefits in the areas 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. 
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Your Volunteer Job Description  

What's Expected of You 

• Commit to the entire 8 week session  

• Complete and return to SVTRC the emergency, liability and confidentiality forms.   

• On the day you volunteer 

o Plan to be at SVTRC a half hour before and a half hour after the class.  

o Sign in and out of log book each time you volunteer. 

o On arrival, check in with the instructor to see what you can do.  This usually means 

bringing in horses, grooming and tacking. 

o Meet with the instructor to go over lesson plan before class.  

o Greet students warmly and with enthusiasm. 

o As a volunteer you should be able to walk for at least a half hour with your rider. 

There will be short periods of trotting as well.   

o Assist in un-tacking and putting horses where they belong after the class. 

o Help put away tack and equipment. 

o Meet with instructor after class to debrief and make suggestions for next time. 

• If you cannot make a lesson, please contact SVTRC as soon as possible. 

 

Remember that any medical, social or financial information about our riders is confidential. 

Proper Attire for Volunteers  

Lessons are held regardless of the weather, so please dress accordingly. There is no specific 

dress code; however, we do expect you to dress safely and appropriately for your role.   

 

Some examples:  

 

• Comfortable pants for walking 

• Gloves and warm coats in cold weather (try to avoid scarves as they can get tangled). 

• Rain Gear on wet days (we may have to catch horses). 

• Long hair to be tied back. 

• Wear sturdy shoes or boots comfortable for walking.  Sandals and flip flops or any open toed 

shoe is not permitted for everyone's safety.   

• Try to avoid dangly earrings or distracting jewelry. 

 

Thank you for your understanding.  First and foremost is everyone's safety. 
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Our Commitment to You 

We promise to: 

• Train you. Your safety and knowledge of what is expected of you is important. 

• Listen to you. We value your feedback.  

• Value you and your time commitment.  

• Keep your personal information confidential.  

Universal Precautions 

In the event of an injury or loss of bladder/bowel control, all blood and bodily fluids should be 

treated as infectious materials. Any person administering aid to an injured person must wear 

protective gloves, using caution to protect their eyes and mucus membranes as well.  

 

Gloves, latex or fluid impermeable gloves should be worn when ever hands are likely to become 

contaminated with blood or bodily fluid. Paper towels must be used to clean the area, which 

should then be disinfected with an approved germicide or bleach. Typically the instructor would 

be responsible for the above situations.  

Sexual Harassment 

In order to ensure that SVTRC volunteers are free from sexual harassment in the workplace, it is 

the policy of SVTRC that it will not be tolerated at any time. Sexual harassment is defined as 

unwelcome advances, request for sexual favors or physical contact of a sexual nature under any 

of the following conditions:  

 

• Being used to guarantee a job assignment, 

• if the conduct unreasonably interferes with the volunteers performance, or 

• if the behavior creates an environment that is humiliating, hostile or offensive.  

Discrimination Policy 

SVTRC is committed to ensuring that recruitment, placement, volunteer orientation and work 

assignment training is accomplished without regard to race, creed, religion, national origin, age, 

gender, sexual orientation or disability. 
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Accidents rarely happen, but please study these procedures. 
 

*** Calm heads are mandatory *** 

Procedures for Emergency  

Volunteer duties during a mounted class  

a) Prevent injury to other riders.  

b) Follow orders from instructor quickly and quietly. Horse leader takes charge of the team.  

c) Proceed to far end of ring, keeping horses and riders separated from each other. 

d) Dismount all riders, ONLY IF DIRECTED FROM INSTRUCTOR. Keep team together and 

wait for further instruction.  

e) The instructor will instruct the volunteers if the situation warrants using an emergency 

dismount for the other riders. If the injured rider needs further care, and mounted riders 

would need to wait more than 10 minutes, proceed out of ring one at a time, leading to a safe 

place to tie their horses. Keep the riders busy and talk quietly as to what happened, according 

to appropriateness to group.  

f) Above all, keep uninjured riders safe and minimize the emergency.  

 

Procedures for Leaders and Sidewalkers  

a) If you are leading a horse, other than the horse involved in the emergency, halt and stand in 

front of it, if it appears to be safe to do so. (With an overly frightened horse, modifications to 

this procedure may be necessary to ensure safety.) You may have to move away from the 

scene to a safe area and await further instruction.  

b) If a horse is running loose, stay in an area where the loose horse can move past you freely, 

yet where you will be out of the way. When the instructor feels it is safe, they will instruct 

you how to proceed.  

c) If you are sidewalking a horse other than the horse involved in the emergency, monitor the 

whole scene, the horse and rider. Communicate quietly the rider's needs to the leader and / or 

the other sidewalker. Attempt to keep the rider quiet and calm.  

d) If you are leading a horse that becomes involved in an emergency, try to stop the horse. 

Often, if the horse is not moving at great speed, it helps to turn it into a fence, provided the 

fence is tall and strong enough. DO NOT do this with wire fencing. If it is safe to do so, 

"head" the horse by standing in front of it. Otherwise, modify for safety. 



 

Page 11 of 26 

Meeting and working with people that have a disability  

General Tips 

• Remember that a person with a disability is a PERSON. They are like everyone else except 

they have an extra challenge than we do or special limitations. 

• Be yourself when you meet them.  

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

• Ask if they need assistance. DO NOT ASSUME they need it. 

• Be patient-let them set their own pace.  

• Don't be afraid to laugh with them.  

• Don't stop and stare.  

• Don't judge a person ahead of time. You may be surprised at how wrong you were with their 

personality or disability.  

• ENJOY YOUR NEW FOUND FRIEND. Their philosophy and good humor will give you 

inspiration. 

 

People First  

There has been much controversy concerning appropriate language to use when referring to 

someone who has a disability. The current acceptable language is to refer to the person first and 

then the disability. For example, "people with mental retardation" not "the mentally retarded."  

The terms, impairment, disability, and handicap often cause confusion. Helander, Mendis, and 

Nelson2 described the relationship of the three terms as the "disability process starts with an 

impairment, that leads to a disability, and that may in turn lead to a handicap."  

 

Bullock and Mahon3 further clarify these terms:  

 

• Impairment: is a descriptive term referring to loss or abnormality of psychological, 

physiological, or anatomical structure or function. The loss or abnormality may result 

from disease, genetic disorder, accident or environment.  

• Disability: is any restriction or lack of ability to perform an activity in the manner or way 

considered normal function. An impairment causes a functional challenge which is then a 

disability. 

                                                           
2 Helander, E., Mendis, P., & Nelson, G. (1989) Training Disabled People in the Community (RHB/84). Geneva: 

World Health Organization. 

3 Bullock, C. & Mahon, M. (1997) Introduction to Recreation Services for People With Disabilities: a Person-Centered 

Approach. Champaign: Sagamore Publishing. 
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• Handicap: is a disadvantage for a person that either limits or prevents the fulfillment of a 

role that is normal for that person. Usually a handicap is social in nature and has external 

causes. It affects relations with peers and society. It can be caused by lack of 

opportunities, environmental barriers, or social attitudes. Most handicaps can be lessened 

or eliminated.  

 

In a "people first" approach it is best to look at a person's characteristics or how the disability 

manifests itself, not the label of the disability. Labels refer to the names we give disabilities, such 

as cerebral palsy, mental retardation, multiple sclerosis, etc. We often need to refer to the labels 

in order for people to share common information. However, when we look to provide therapeutic 

horseback riding, it is best to look at the characteristics or manifestations of the person in order 

to design the best program for the individual. Examples of characteristics include hyperactivity, 

cognition problems, high or low tone, behavior concerns.  Different labels (or disabilities) share 

many common characteristics.  
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Learning Styles  

Auditory Learner 

Characteristics of the Auditory Learner  

• Remember what they hear better than what they see.  

• Have limited attention to visual tasks. 

• May have poor handwriting. 

• Respond better in class when hearing, rather than reading.  

• Love to have stories read to them with a lot of expression. 

• Tend to memorize well and remember spoken words and ideas. 

• Often surprise their friends by knowing all the words to songs. They also enjoy rhythmic and 

musical activities.  

• Are talkative. They may share jokes, amuse peers with tall tales and drive parents to 

distraction with incessant chatter.  

• Might have poor visual memory, reversing letters p and q, b and d, n and v.  

Auditory Learners Learn Best When They ...  

• Talk through the steps of a task, and learn how to think, spell and say syllables out loud.  

• Choose oral over written reports.  

• Listen to books on tape.  

• Ask you or their teacher to tape books or chapters of books. 

• Hear information in the classroom first, then read the related material and, finally make up 

their own story about the material.  

• Make sure the teacher knows they need to hear the assignment as well as see it on the 

blackboard. 

• Use travel games to give their memory a workout. One simple but effective game is, "I'm 

going on a trip and on my trip I will take ... " Each person repeats the proceeding items and 

adds one more. Car rides are also perfect times for auditory learners to recite multiplication 

facts.  



Visual Learners 

Characteristics of the Visual Learners  

• Retain what they see better than what they hear.  

• Respond better when you show them things rather than tell them.  

• May seem to ignore verbal directions. 

• May say "What?" or "Huh?" often. 

• Seem to misunderstand often. 

• Ask for questions or instructions to be repeated, frequently in different words.  

• May frequently have a "blank" expression on face, or may seem to daydream during classes 

that are primarily verbal.  

• May have poor speech, in terms of either low vocabulary, poor flexibility of vocal patterns, 

or articulation.  

• Love books, pictures and puzzles, and are attracted to colors.  

• Have very good visual recall, and can remember where they placed a toy days earlier.  

• Are noticeably quiet in class.  

• May watch the expression on your face when you speak or read to them.  

• Are detail oriented and generally keep their rooms tidy. 

• Have a hard time remembering the order of the alphabet unless they recite it from the 

beginning. 

Visual Learners Learn Best When They ...  

• Use many visual aids - color coding, charts, maps, graphs, flashcards, highlight markers, 

photos.  

• Take advantage of visual gifts. During museum visits, for example, they can build-critical 

thinking skills by comparing and contrasting paintings and objects.  

• Watch the facial expressions of people who are reading to them. 

• Have plenty of books and magazines around the house.  

• Read materials first, then attend a classroom lecture.  

• Play educational computer games and other games that encourage strategy and critical 

thinking, such as Chess, Scrabble and Concentration.  



Kinesthetic Learners 

Characteristics of Kinesthetic Learners  

• Tend to be well coordinated.  

• Like to touch things.  

• Thrive with hands-on activities such as arts and crafts, science, and building projects.  

• Enjoy taking objects apart and putting them back together.  

• Learn best by experiencing their environment, they love field trips.  

• Don't mind taking notes.  

• Learn concepts well through manipulating anything that they can hold and change, such as 

Legos or three-dimensional plastic numbers.  

• May become frustrated when learning abstract symbols. They might have a tough time 

understanding a teacher who says "two plus two equals four." But they'll grasp the concept 

easily if the teacher shows them four marbles.  

• Need movement; can't sit still long.  

Kinesthetic Learners Learn Best When They ...  

• Tap out syllables and numbers.  

• Draw letters or numbers with crayons on a washable vinyl place mat. Then, they can trace the 

letters or numbers with raisins or macaroni. 

• Review facts in combination with a physical activity. For example, might ask them to recite 

the names of the presidents while bouncing a ball or riding a stationary bike.  

• Color-code vowels and consonants in spelling words, write facts in the air.  

• Use a lot of three-dimensional leaming aids, such as flashcards. Might spell out words on the 

refrigerator using magnetic letters. Then ask the children to scramble and unscramble the 

letters.  

• Turn theory into practice, instead of memorizing 2 + 3 = 5, can learn the concept by using 

five marbles or five popsicle sticks.  

• Play movement-orientated games such as "Where in the World is Carmen San Diego?" and 

board games with movement. Twister, for example, helps young children learn colors. 
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Figure B 

The Role of the Leader  

One of the most challenging duties that can be assigned to a volunteer is that of horse leader. A 

leader's first responsibility is the horse, but he 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 reinforces the rider's attempts to control the horse. However, you should not execute an 

instruction for the rider before he has time to process the information and make an effort to 

comply. Sometimes it may be appropriate to walk into the corner and stand until the student 

figures out what to do. 

 

Avoid the temptation to talk to the rider or sidewalkers. A rider may get confused by too much 

input and not know who's in charge. (Instructors often make terrible leaders because they can't 

keep their mouths shut!) 

  

Figure A depicts a few faults common among 

leaders. Here is a leader grimly marching along-

head down, one hand on the lead snap, the other 

inside the coiled end of the rope-dragging a 

strung-out horse. In a battle with a horse, you 

lose. You must get the horse to cooperate. Walk 

along side the horse, about even with his eye. 

This helps keep him in a proper frame, which is 

more beneficial for everyone.  

 

Talk to the horse; most of them know whoa, walk and trot, or can learn the words. Watch where  

you're going and what's happening around you. Do not walk backward to look at the rider. It's  

dangerous for everyone and the horse isn't eager to follow someone who can't see where he is 

going.  

 

Figure B shows the correct position for leaders. The lead shank 

is held with the right hand 6 to 12 inches from the snap, 

allowing free motion of the horse's head. This is more 

therapeutic to the rider and less irritating to the horse. The tail 

end of the lead should be looped in a figure-eight in the left 

hand to avoid tripping on it. Never coil the rope around your 

hand. That could end a close relationship with your fingers!  

 

Use short tugs rather than a steady pull to keep a lazy horse moving. The horse can set himself 

against a steady pull, but tugs keep him awake. Move out, about 1,000 steps per 15 minutes, to 

Figure A 
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provide the most therapeutic benefit.   

 

When you halt for more than a few seconds, stand in front of the horse with your hands on the 

halter's cheek pieces (if the horse permits), or loosely hold the lead or reins. Standing in front is a 

psychological barrier for the horse and he will stand more quietly than if he has an easy chance 

to move out. If you like your thumbs, don't put them through the snaffle or halter rings.  

 

If the worst happens and there is an accident, stay with the horse. There are other people to care 

for a fallen rider. The situation could easily become more dangerous if there are loose horses 

running around the arena.  Move your horse as far from the fallen student as possible and keep 

calm. Listen for the instructor's directions.  

 

These suggestions can help you control your horse, be a good aide to a rider and be a valuable 

assistant to an instructor.  You will provide real therapeutic input to your rider as well as make it 

safe for him/her to ride. 
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The Role of the Sidewalker 

Sidewalkers usually get the most hands-on duties in therapeutic riding. They are directly 

responsible for the rider. As such, they have the capability to either enhance or detract from the 

lesson. In the arena, the sidewaIker should help the student focus his attention on the instructor. 

Try to avoid unnecessary talking with either the rider or other volunteers. Too much input from 

too many directions is very confusing to anyone, and to riders, who already have perceptual 

problems, it can be overwhelming. If two sidewalkers are working with one student, one should 

be the designated talker.  

 

When the instructor gives a direction, allow 

your student 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.  

 

It's 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 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. 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.  

 

Sometimes pressure on the thigh can increase or cause muscle spasticity, especially for riders 

with cerebral palsy. In this case, the therapeutic hold may be used. Here, the leg is held at the 

joints, usually the knee or ankle. Check with the instructor or therapist for the best way to assist. 

In the (unlikely) event of an emergency, the arm-over-the-thigh hold is the most secure.  

Avoid wrapping an arm around the rider's waist. It is tempting, especially when walking beside a 

pony with a young or small rider, but it can offer too much and uneven support. At times, it can 

even pull the rider off balance and make riding more difficult. Encourage your student to use his 

own trunk muscles to the best of his abilities.  

 

If the instructor chooses to use a transfer belt on your rider,.~ very careful not to pull down or 

push up on it. As your arm tires, it's hard to avoid this, so rather than grip the handle firmly, just 

touch your thumb and finger together around it. This puts you in position to assist the rider if 

needed, but you will neither give unneeded support nor pull him off balance. When you are ready 
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for relief for your arm, ask the leader to move into the center to stop. Then trade sides, one at a 

time, with the other sidewalker. If the rider has serious balance problems that warrant a transfer 

belt, two sidewalkers should be used.  

 

During exercises, pay attention to the student. Sometimes volunteers forget that the riders are to 

do the exercises and the sidewalkers are 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 in 

an effort to win.  

 

The ultimate goal for therapeutic riding is to encourage the rider to stretch and grow. You are 

right at his side, so help the instructor to challenge him to the best of his ability. 
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General Horse Information 

Like dogs, cats or any other kinds of pets, horses can be fun, safe and enjoyable companions. 

However, just as a dog must be trained and treated properly, or he will become a nuisance, a 

horse must be handled correctly if he is to be useful, safe and happy.  

The key is to understand why horses act the way they do.   You then need to know how to tell 

them what you want them to do in ways that horses can understand.  Since horses don't 

understand human language, your actions teach your horse what you want and how to behave. 

Fearful 

Horses are very big, powerful and fearful creatures. If they are frightened, they will try to run 

away from whatever scares them. They can be scared and startled by many things that don't 

bother people.  

Things that may frighten a horse are:  

• Loud noises  

• Sudden movements  

• Things that move toward them 

suddenly (like a piece of 

newspaper blown by the wind)  

 

When a horse is nervous or frightened, 

he will often calm down if someone 

gives him confidence by keeping him 

under control.  

Be kind but firm, soothing him with quiet words.  If you act frightened or nervous, your horse 

may become more frightened himself. He will feel that something must be wrong if you are 

frightened. 

Habit and Training 

Horses obey humans through habit and training. They don't know that they are bigger and 

stronger, or they would realize that they don't need to obey us.  

When you handle a horse, you are either helping his training or hurting it. If you always handle 

horses properly, using the same rewards and punishments they are used to, they will keep their 

training and remain obedient.  

Poor handling by abuse, cruelty or spoiling un-trains horses and spoils their behavior. 
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Reward and Punishment 

Horses are trained by reward and punishment. They learn how to obey commands and to do or 

not do certain things, by connecting these things with pleasant (reward) or unpleasant 

(punishment) feelings.  

A horse can only pay attention to a reward or punishment for about 3 seconds. This means that 

the pleasant or unpleasant feelings must come immediately after the horse has done something 

right or wrong. A few minutes later will be too late. He will not understand why he is being 

rewarded or punished. 

Horse Communication 

Head and Neck 

The level and action of a horse's head and neck are often 

closely tied with the action of the hindquarters and indicate 

what is likely to be coming soon. Here's what to look for.  

• A level, relaxed head and neck mean that there is likely 

to be no action soon. The horse is content and hanging 

out.  

• When the head is elevated or in constant motion, going up 

and down or side to side, it is important to pay attention.  

• A particularly aggressive head gesture is when the head is 

held very low, often snaking back and forth with the ears 

pinned flat back and the teeth bared. You might see a mare 

exhibit this behavior when protecting her foal. It means, in 

no uncertain terms, "Stay away or I'll bite”.  The reason for 

the low head is so that the horse can protect her own legs and 

vital organs while biting the intruder's legs to disable him.  

• A sudden thrust forward of the head at any level means 

"Beware" or "Get out of my space”. 

• On the other hand, when a horse slowly and smoothly 

reaches forward with his head, he is being inquisitive or 

curious or might be soliciting rubbing. When you groom your 

horse, he might raise and stretch his neck as if to say "Ah, 

that's the spot”. 
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Teeth  

A horse's teeth are not to be trifled with. They are 

capable of removing a finger or a nose in an instant.  

• Bared teeth mean "Stay away; I'll bite."  

• Clacking of the teeth is a submissive gesture of a 

young horse toward the mouth of the dominant 

horse similar to muzzle licking in dogs.  

Lips  

Although it is tempting to pet a horse on his soft lips, 

they are really for inspecting and eating. Here are some 

rules about lips.  

• When a horse's lips are closed but loose, the horse 

is relaxed.  Licking and chewing indicate that a 

horse is relaxed and submissive.  

• When they are closed, pursed, and held tight, the 

horse is tense and probably not breathing 

effectively.  

• When a horse's lips are open, he is eating, drinking, 

yawning, examining an object, or getting ready to bite.  

Nostrils 

Next to the eyes and ears, the nostrils can tell you the 

most about how a horse is feeling.  

• Soft nostrils mean a horse is relaxed; flaccid could 

mean the horse is ill or bored. 

• Tight and rigid nostrils indicate tension from fear or 

pain or are a sign of aggressiveness.  

• When a horse's nostrils flare, he is either winded from 

exercising and trying to catch his breath, or they are 

taking in scents for processing.  
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Voice Commands 

Voice commands should be consistent in the word used, the pitch, the inflection and the volume.  

Commonly used voice commands include "Walk on," "Ta-rot," "Turn," "Canter" or "Let's go," 

then "Eeeeasy" and "Whoa."  Which word you use for which command is more meaningful for 

you than your horse.  Traditionally, "Whoa" or "Ho" is used for stop, but you could use "Bup" or 

"Stop" instead.  To a horse, any word is fine as long as you use it consistently (no fair changing 

words or talking in sentences) and the word is onomatopoeic - that is, the word sounds like the 

action. 

Horses are capable of learning quite a few words, but it is best to not choose words that sound 

alike.  If you use both "Whoa" and "No" in his vocabulary, the horse is likely to stop whenever 

you say "No," even though you may have intended the command to stop another behavior. 

                                                           
4 Adapted from Longeing and Long Lining the English and Western Horse, Wiley Publishing Inc., 1998 

"Trot on," like "Ta-ROT!" but even; to get a lazily  

trotting horse to move forward energetically.  

"Baaaack," in a low, soothing tone; to back a  

horse during in-hand and long-lining work.  

"Tuuuurrrrrrn," in a melodic, descending pitch;  

to change a horse's direction when longeing.  

"Okay," a conversational prelude; to alert a horse  

that another command is coming.  

"uh!" a staccato command; to warn the horse  

to pay attention.  

"Goooood boy/goooood girl," spoken with  

pleasure and pride; to tell your horse he or she  

has done something well. 4 

"Walk on!" with a higher pitch on "Walk"; to start  

a horse from a standstill.  

"Ta-ROT!" with a higher pitch on "Ta"; to trot a  

horse from a walk .  

"Waaaaaalk," in a drawling, soothing tone; to  

slow a horse to a walk.  

"Trrrrahhhhht," in a low pitch; to slow a horse to  

a trot.  

"Whoa," abrupt, low-pitched, with punctuated  

ending; to stop a horse promptly from any gait.  

"Eeeee-asy," in a soothing, drawn-out middle  

tone; to slow a horse within a gait or calm a horse.  

"Let's GO!" or "Can-TER!" in an energetic, brisk  

tone; to get a horse to canter or lope.  
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Parts of the Horse and Foot 

Here are some parts of the horse for you to be familiar with in order to be a better horseman and 

to understand about your horse. 
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Touch 

When it comes to the sense of touch, just because horses are big does not mean they are dull. In 

fact, quite the opposite is true: horses are exquisitely sensitive.  

Sensitivity differs greatly among individual horses, depending on the thickness of their skin and 

hair coat and the type of receptors at various parts of the body. While some cold-blooded horses 

can show duller reaction times and slower response to touch, most saddle horse breeds, which 

are a mixture of cold- and hot-blooded breeds, are quite sensitive. A horse's skin and underlying 

muscles react the way yours do to light touch; heavy, steady pressure; pain; heat; and cold.  

Sensitive Areas  

In addition, a horse has particularly sensitive "feelers" that take the place of hands when 

inspecting things. The whiskers on a horse's lips and nose and around his eyes are antennae that 

help him detect where he is putting his head, especially in the dark. Since he can't actually see 

what is in the bottom of the bucket or water trough, his feelers help him get into tight or deep 

places without hurting his head. That's why it is best not to clip off these feelers for supposed 

aesthetics. 

Horse Care and Handling 

Now you will learn more about horses and their needs along with the daily chores that are 

necessary to keep them happy and healthy. This is part of being a good horseman. It will be 

useful if you ever plan to have a horse of your own.  

Catching Horses 

To catch a horse:  

• You need to be quiet and confident.  

• If you have a halter or lead rope, put it over your shoulder and out of sight.  

• Hold your hand out as if you were offering a treat.  

• Speak to the horse pleasantly.  

• Walk slowly up to his left side, near the shoulder.  

• If he starts to move away, stop.  

 

When you get up to the horse's left shoulder:  

• Scratch his neck gently and slide your hand along his neck. Take his halter gently.  

• If he isn't wearing a halter, slip a lead rope around his neck right behind his ears, to 

hold him while you slip his halter on.  
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Sometimes a horse that doesn't want to be 

caught will come up to you if you are quiet 

and patient and ignore him. Pretend that you 

are interested in another horse or 

something you have in your hand. Quick 

moves will scare him away and might make 

him kick or run off. 

When leading a horse, even if it is for a 

short distance, ALWAYS USE A LEAD 

ROPE.  If anything should spook him while 

you are holding him with just your hand on the halter, he can get away and/or you may get hurt 

especially if you hold on. 

Turning Out Horses   

Turning a horse loose:  

• Lead him through the gate.  

• Make him turn around and face YOU while you 

shut the gate.  

• When he is standing still, remove his halter or 

unsnap the lead rope.  

 

Never let him rush through the gate or pull away from you. 

He will become wild and hard to handle when you are 

letting him go.  Don't chase him or encourage him to jump 

away when you let him go. It can make him learn to kick. 

It is safer for the horse if his halter is removed when he is turned loose. He can get a leg caught 

in the halter or the halter caught on an object and hurt himself very badly. This means, however, 

that he will not be as easy to catch as when the halter is left on. 


