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This child was not only not walking, but also not 
meeting developmental milestones relating to 
communication and motor planning. She began riding 
and immediately was taken with the horses, unlike 
other forms of therapeutic activities that she had 
participated in the past on, riding horses was a fun 
activity that she could participate in. 

After a few short weeks of riding, she took her first 
steps. Horses do not walk the same way as humans, 
however when the rider’s pelvis is in a neutral position 
astride the horse’s back, the horse moves the human 
on the same three planes as human gait. Front to 
back, side to side and rotationally. Additionally, riding 
a horse challenges an individual’s balance and can 
assist in improving core strength.  So in a sense, the 
movement of riding a horse can help teach the body 
how to walk.
 

She took her first steps.
4 years old.

Developmental Delay.

“Walk On!”

“I once worked with a 5 year old who was diagnosed 
on the Autism Spectrum. He was non-verbal and 
sensory defensive. Though he communicated with 
some sign language, he was not speaking yet. He 
was having regular melt downs when faced with 
challenging new sensory experiences. 

When he began riding, it was challenging at first but 
once he realized that enjoyed the movement of the 
horse it was clear he was soothed by it. His parents 
reported that he began to explore his environment 
more, where he had been reluctant to experience new 
things before. They also reported that his meltdowns 
had decreased significantly—to the point that they did 
not want to miss his riding sessions. 

Eventually, one day when asked to tell his horse to 
‘walk-on,’ with his voice he said his very first verbal 
words—walk on.”

-- Heather Hernandez, M.Ed., Executive Director, 
Reining Strength Therapeutic Horsemanship

 

He said his first words.
5 years old.

Moderate Autism.

For someone who has experienced abuse or trauma 
and is unable to trust other humans who have let 
them down repetitively, the horse can be a wonderful 
bridge to rebuilding trust. Horses are very intuitive 
animals, being a prey animal they are extremely 
in-tune with emotions and are responsive to an 
individual’s mood and feelings.  

Horses are incapable of dishonesty—what you see 
is what you get and for a young lady who was in 
the foster care system, challenged by severe abuse 
in her past and deemed unadoptable because of 
aggressive behaviors—working with the horses was 
life changing. 

One of the most important lessons horses can teach 
us is how to be assertive as opposed to passive or 
aggressive or you won’t be successful. Not only did 
horses teach her that, but also assisted in restoring 
her confidence and self-esteem, how to care for 
another living being who loved her unconditionally. 
After 6 months of horse work, this young lady was 
adopted by a loving family. Her therapists and 
caregivers from foster care really attribute her life turn 
around to her work with the horses.

She has a family now.
16 years old in foster care.

Survivor of abuse & trauma - deemed “unadoptable.

6 years old.
Severe Autism.

When this child started in therapeutic riding classes, 
he was not toilet trained at the age of 6. Many 
children with autism struggle with toilet training due 
to gravitational insecurity—they struggle to process 
where their bodies are in space and many sensory 
experiences are scary and uncomfortable for them.  

After riding for about 6 weeks, he sat and used the 
toilet without being promoted. It is hypothesized that 
riding a horse can strengthen the pelvic floor and 
provide increased awareness of sensations relating 
to using the restroom. His mother reported that she 
attributes this change completely to riding. 

He can now use 
the potty.

This child has also become more communicative and 
shows improved balance and core strength. As you 
can imagine toilet training is life changing not only 
for the child but for the mother and eliminating the 
financial hardship of purchasing diapers.

Note: Names have been changed and stock photos have been used in order to safeguard the privacy of our clients.
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