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Welcome! We are so happy to have you here!

Pegasus Special Riders is a not-for-profit 501(c)3 organization
dedicated to providing therapeutic horseback riding and equine-
assisted activities for individuals with physical, mental and/or
emotional challenges. Equine-assisted activities use the horse to
achieve a variety of therapeutic goals which include cognitive,
physical, emotional, social, educational and behavioral. We have
riders that come from Ogle, Lee, Winnebago and Stephenson
Counties.

We look forward to working together to attain our goal for students as
stated above. Thank you for volunteering so that others may
experience the benefits of therapeutic horseback riding!

Pegasus Special Riders
6668 S. Carthage Road
Oregon, IL 61061
815-973-3177

Website: pegasusspecialriders.org
Facebook: PegasusSpecialRiders
Instagram: pegasus_special _riders



Safety Rules

Rules for EVERYONE:

1. There are NO dumb questions! Please ask if in doubt. Everyone is
glad to help.

2. No running or excessive noise in the barn/arena area. A loud
noise or sudden movement could cause a horse to shy and a rider
to fall. It is also distracting for the rider when he/she is trying to pay
attention to the instructor.

3. No smoking or vaping on PSR property.

Rules for VOLUNTEERS:

1. If aclass is in session, everyone MUST walk around the outside
of the building to get to the tack and feed areas. When walking
outside, please be quiet since voices carry into the building.

2. Wear closed, flat shoes suitable for walking or jogging. Clothes
neat, clean and appropriate for horse activities.

3. Maintain a horse’s length (6-10 feet) between horses at all
times. Horses are NOT to be allowed to “visit” with one another
when working or tied in the arena or stall area.

Rules for RIDERS:

1. ALL riders must wear a helmet with a well-adjusted chin strap.
2. ALL riders must wear closed, flat sturdy shoes and long pants
throughout the riding season.

Please remember these rules are in place to assure that everyone will be SAFE
and have FUN!



Horse Safety Rules and Rider Safety

HORSE RULES:

1.
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NO HORSE...under any circumstances will be permitted on the
roadway.

e Older Horses with stiff legs- this will only harm them further

e Younger Horses- we need these horses for the long term. No need

for stress

e Dangers with cars on the roadway

e If going outside, weather permitting, stay in the grass!
If you run into or see a horse that has an issue, this MUST be reported
immediately so that said issue can be addressed and other horse
helpers/instructors can be made aware of said issue.
Halters — Must stay on horses during lessons
Farmer’s Field — At this time we MUST STAY completely out of property
that does not belong to PSR
Instructors are the only ones to bridle or cinch horses for classes
Volunteers are not allowed to correct a horse’s behavior. Only the
Instructor should correct the behavior during class or change out the horse
for the safety of a student and/or volunteer. This means stopping the class
while the instructor is addressing the horse issue and resuming the class
once it is resolved either with a new horse or an attitude change in the
horse.

CLASS RULES:

1.
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THE INSTRUCTOR is not to leave the class, and NEVER to leave an
uncertified volunteer in charge. If the instructor MUST leave the
class for ANY reason all riders must dismount and leave the arena.
This is a PATH Rule.

If you hear THUNDER DO NOT leave the barn with a class.
INSTRUCTORS ARE NOT TO LEAD A HORSE DURING A CLASS
Please keep the health and safety foremost in your mind for not only our
riders but also volunteers and horses when deciding to go outside for a
ride during lessons.



EMERGENCY INFORMATION

FIRE:

Remove mounted riders as quickly and safely as possible.
Let horses out the closest door AS IS, tacked or not.

CALL 911 Pnhysical Address is 6668 Carthage Road Oregon IL

OUR LOCATION is at the corner of Flagg and Carthage Roads, between
Lowden and Daysville Rd on Flagg Rd.

FIRE EXTINGUISHERS are located:
Inside north entry area “people” door
Inside barn office

By barn office door

Inside east “people” door

In feed room, under counter

Outside tack room door

Outside feed room, southwest corner
Bottom of haymow stairs

Top of haymow stairs

TORNADO OR HIGH WINDS

Get riders dismounted where they are - everyone lay flat on the ground.

Lay along the WEST side of the arena if time permits.

Lay along the WEST side of the tack room if you are in the tack/feed room area
of the barn.

IF TIME PERMITS: Go to the Admin Building and stay in the bathroom
area.
Let horses out AS IS, tacked or not.

FIRST AID

HUMAN KITS are located inside the barn office and feed room.

EQUINE KIT located in the barn office - to be used by authorized personnel
ONLY. Emergency information is posted in the barn office and in the tack and
feed rooms.



THINGS TO DO AROUND THE BARN

Bring in horses that will be used in class

Groom horses

Brush down horses after class before putting them out
Clean tack

Clean saddles

Straighten tack room - sweep floor

Clean outside paddocks by barn

Clean helmets

Pick up manure in stalls and arena

Clean cobwebs from stalls and walls

Check grooming buckets to make sure tools have been put
back in the right bucket (all numbered)

e Sweep arena office

e Sweep ramp

e Check with instructor to see if anything else is needed

TERMS YOU’LL HEAR DURING A LESSON

e Walk on- used to ask the horse to move forward at the walk
e Whoa- is used to stop the horse
e And...whoa- can be used to stop the horse but to also give them

time to “prepare” to stop

e Easy- is used when you want the horse to slow down
e Stand- is used when a horse is fidgety and not standing quietly
e Trot- is used to ask a horse to trot



Volunteer Roundup

Our purpose is to provide equine-assisted activities for people with special
needs. The goal of recreational therapeutic riding is to develop attainable goals
achieved through riding skills. The types of special needs served include, but
are not limited to, physical, mental, learning, hearing and visual impairment.
Ages vary from young children through adult. Some of the benefits obtained
from riding are improved balance and coordination. Responsibility and social
integration are also enhanced. Our program focuses on the recreation/sport
aspect of therapeutic riding.

Pegasus Special Riders is an operating center member of PATH (Professional
Association of Therapeutic Horsemanship) Intl. PATH Intl. sets the standards for
safety, accreditation, instructor certification, insurance coverage and seminars.

What does it take to Volunteer?

Our volunteers represent every segment of the community in age, race,
educational background and interest. We do request volunteers MUST BE 14
years old or older. No prior experience with horses or individuals with disabilities
Is necessary. What is needed is an abundance of love and patience!

All volunteers MUST attend a training session before working in the program.
This is an outline of what is expected of our volunteers. Read it carefully
because it is important for you to understand the nature of your work. We look
forward to having you with us!

Some physical stamina is required. You may have to walk or jog next to a horse
for as much as an hour. If you are physically unable to do this or if you feel
uncomfortable around horses or people with disabilities you could consider barn
maintenance or office duties. There is always help needed!



What can 1 do?

There are a number of jobs that need to be done. Jobs involve working with
horses, keeping the facility and equipment clean and maintained, working with
students or helping students ride and learn. Volunteers are also needed for
other jobs ranging from public relations to scheduling and fundraising.

LEADERS - These volunteers are expected to lead the horse while the rider is
mounted. They also stand at the horse’s head in the halt position when a rider is
mounting and dismounting. After mounting and dismounting: more information
on following pages.

SIDEWALKERS - These volunteers walk beside the horse and assist the rider
in keeping his/her balance, assist in following instructions and help the rider to
mount and dismount. After mounting and dismounting: more information on
following pages.

GROOMING AND TACKING UP - Volunteer cleans and brushes the
appropriate horse and puts the pads and saddle on. (The bridle is put on ONLY
by the instructor.) May warm the horse up in the arena by leading the horse

around. This may also be done by the leaders and/or sidewalkers if you have
horse experience and capability.

GREETERS - These volunteers greet the riders, help them sign in, find a size
appropriate helmet and, if necessary, assist in putting it on correctly. Accepting
payments or calling emergency personnel may also be required.



**Confidentiality/Interpersonal Relations**

What is confidentiality? Part of the safe environment we are committed to
providing at PSR is the protection we promise clients and their families that their
personal information, health issues and business will NOT be discussed outside
of the therapeutic setting, nor with individuals who are not directly involved with
client care. We also establish emotional safety at PSR by setting a standard of
honoring each individual’s dignity, uniqueness and right to be treated with
respect and good humor. This standard applies to clients, their families, visitors
and fellow workers - both the two and four-legged kind!

Another word on interpersonal interactions - during the lesson it is friendly and
helpful to offer words of encouragement, support and clarification of instructions
to riders. However, the quality of a rider’s experience is diminished when the
leader or sidewalkers engage in conversations that divert attention from the
goals and activities of the lesson. Safety is also compromised when attention is
not being given to the instructor. Please use your interactions to enhance the
lesson experience.



THE ROLE OF AN EFFECTIVE 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 and
around the arena. In addition, you must also consider the sidewalkers, making
sure there is enough room along the fence or wall 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
has had 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 rider
figures out what to do.

Avoid the temptation to talk to the rider and/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!!)

There are a few common faults usually made by inexperienced/untrained
leaders. Do not walk grimly along, head down, one hand on the lead snap, the
other inside the coiled end of the lead rope dragging a strung-out horse! DO
walk alongside the horse about even with his eye. This position helps keep him
in the proper frame which is more beneficial for everyone.

Talk to the horse; most of them know “whoa”, “walk” and “trot”. Watch where
you are going and what is 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.

The lead shank is held in the right hand, 6-12 inches from the snap. This allows
free motion of the horse’s head. This position is less irritating to most horses
than holding the snap.

The tail end of the lead should be looped in a figure eight in the left hand to
avoid tripping on the excess lead. NEVER colil the rope around your hand. A
sudden pull could crush or amputate your fingers!!
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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 help to keep him awake and
alert. Move out, about 1,000 steps per 15 minutes to provide the most
therapeutic benefit.

When you halt for more than a few seconds, stand in front of the horse and
loosely hold the lead or reins. Standing in front is a psychological barrier to the
horse and he will stand more quietly than if he has an easy chance to move out.
Don’t put your thumbs through the snaffle of halter rings; they could easily be
broken with a toss of the horse’s head.

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 rider as possible and keep calm. Listen for the instructor’s
directions.

This information can help you control your horse, be a good aide to the rider
and be a valuable assistant to the instructor. You will provide real therapeutic
input to your rider, as well as make it safe for them to have fun riding. In short, if
you lead, we’ll be happy to follow.

EMERGENCY SITUATIONS:

Instructor calls out “HALT”.

ALL horses in the arena halt.

Move to the “halt” position and STAY WITH YOUR HORSE.
Wait for further instructions.
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THE ROLE OF AN EFFECTIVE SIDEWALKER

Sidewalkers are the ones who normally 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 sidewalker should help the student focus his/her 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” to avoid this situation.

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 rider 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 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 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 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-the-thigh hold is the most secure.
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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 riders to use their own trunk muscles to the best
of their abilities.

If the rider is using a “gait belt” be very careful not to pull down or push up on it.
As your arm tires it's hard to avoid these movements, so rather than gripping
firmly, just touch your thumb and forefinger around it. This way you are in a
position to assist the rider if needed, but you will neither give unneeded support
nor pull him off balance. When you are ready for relief for your arm, ask the
leader to move into the center to stop and trade sides, one at a time with the
other sidewalker.

During exercises, pay attention to your rider. 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 all-out effort to win.

The ultimate goal for therapeutic riding is to encourage the rider to stretch and
grow as much as he possibly can. You are right at his side, so help the
instructor to challenge him to the best of his ability.

Without you these programs couldn’t exist. We thank you for all that you give
and challenge you to be the best that you can be!!

EMERGENCY SITUATIONS:
Instructor calls out “HALT”.
ALL horses in the arena halt.
STAY WITH THE RIDER.
Wait for further instructions.
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Helpful Hints for Riders with Disabilities

HEARING LOSS - Loss of hearing may be: profound, partial or intermittent.
Hearing loss may have been present at birth or acquired later. Deafness is one
of the greatest disabilities because it is not instantly recognized by others and
therefore does not immediately arouse sympathy or understanding. A lack of
hearing means a failure to understand what is going on in the world. Deaf riders
may be overactive, noisy and frustrated. They learn by imitation but miss out on
verbal instruction.

Helpful Hint A signal to the rider (such as a tap on the foot or leg) may be
appropriate at times to direct attention to the instructor.

VISUAL DISABILITY — Blindness may be present at birth or result later from
disease or accident. Loss of sight may be gradual or sudden with no time to
readjust. Visual loss may be partial or complete. When it is partial it may be
restricted by blurring, by being adequate for short distances only, by constant
eye movement so the world is seen constantly moving, by loss of vision to left or
right, or by tunnel vision (only objects straight ahead can be seen). Blind people
have difficulty moving about, rely on speech and non-speech sounds for judging
distance. Echoes and traveling sounds are of great value.

Helpful Hint Use your voice and speak even when moving. Describe where you
are so that new sounds can be identified (for example, the sound horses’
hooves make on different surfaces). Increased mobility and independence are a
main area of achievement; help the rider count the horse’s paces down one side
of the arena so they can learn when a corner is near. Remember the blind rider
cannot learn by visual example, they must find out for themselves with verbal
guidance and touch.

LEARNING DISABILITY - This term describes problems with learning in the
areas of speech, language, spelling, writing and arithmetic, which occur in
children with average or above-average intelligence.

Helpful Hint Children with learning disabilities are easily distracted, sometimes
hyperactive, impulsive, talkative, awkward, aggressive, socially immature and
easily frustrated. They will need clear and simple explanations with practical
demonstrations of the skill to be learned in the lesson. Expect a pause between
explanation and the rider’s reaction.
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MENTAL DISABILITY — Mental disability means that intelligence is reduced
because of an abnormality of, or damage to, the brain. There are often
additional disabilities such as epilepsy, cerebral palsy and speech disorders.
Some riders with mental disabilities will have recognizable signs of a condition,
such as Down Syndrome, but others will have no specific clinical conditions.
Riders with mental disabilities will behave as if they were younger, have limited
speech and understanding of speech, will learn slowly and require much
repetition.

They will have limited awareness of danger and will need careful supervision.
They will enjoy the excitement and achievement that riding brings. People with
mental disabilities are frequently left out of competitive and sporting activities
and may go through life with a sense of failure and frustration. Riding can
provide a chance to compete and succeed and to develop a relationship with a
gentle, loving animal, a relationship without the need for speech or verbal
communication.

Helpful Hint A pleasant understanding approach to the rider with mental
disabilities will help them with their riding and also their daily life. Riding also
provides a social occasion. Riders may learn to practice good manners, to take
turns, obey instructions and improve speech and learning. This rider will need
encouragement and discipline that they can easily understand.
EMOTIONALLY DISTURBED - This is a term used to describe children
whose behavior makes for difficulties when education takes place in a normal
school. Consequently, most of these students attend special schools and are
taught by specially trained staff. The maladjusted child may have normal, low or
high intelligence. They may have a behavior disturbance, which means they are
at odds with their family, friends, the world and themselves. Frequently they are
frustrated, unhappy, perhaps bad tempered, and they may be rough with others.
They may feel they are already a “loser” in society and therefore dislike
competition and the feeling that they may lose yet again.

Helpful Hint The maladjusted child usually responds well to the horse, and the
opportunity to care for him, showing their capacity to love and care. Friendship
with their peers may be difficult, but they may crave the company of their
helpers and horse. Maladjusted children will respond to a challenge, provided
they are given the confidence by support and friendship. Stable work will
provide an opportunity of joining the team at work and the enjoyment of a task
well done.
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CEREBRAL PALSY - This is a medical term denoting brain damage, so that
messages for movement, from the brain to the limbs, are imperfect or
misdirected. Therefore, the limbs may be weak, stiff, clumsy, constantly moving,
floppy or more than one of these abnormalities. Muscles involving speech, eye
movement, swallowing, and so forth may also be involved. Intelligence may or
may not be impaired but, whatever the intelligence, communication is likely to
present difficulties. The rider with cerebral palsy has to make a great effort to do
even the simplest movements so life is a struggle and the smallest skill is a
great achievement.

Helpful Hint If a good position in the saddle can be maintained with the
assistance of the sidewalker, the rider’s control of their head, arms and back
muscles may be easier. Foot position in the stirrup is important. The rider
should be encouraged to look where they are going because control of the head
facilitates the use of the arms. Muscle control for riders with cerebral palsy is
hard work, but worthwhile when the purpose is riding. In addition, when the
riders have fun, they will cooperate and enjoy their riding exercises.

MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS - This is a disease which generally affects adults.
Nerve transmissions are interrupted on their way to muscles which results in
varying levels of disability. Chief among the many symptoms is difficulty in
walking, weakness and clumsiness of the legs and arms, and visual problems.
Speech is often affected.

Helpful Hint It is important for the helper to understand the functional abilities of
this rider. The instructor will be aware, on a lesson-by-lesson basis, of what the
rider is able to do and with what they will need help. Unlike the rider with
cerebral palsy, where every day is much the same, the rider with multiple
sclerosis will have good days and not-so-good days.

OTHER DISABILITIES - These will be discussed among the volunteers and
staff as they come up. Deaf riders are taught signs and gestures. Blind riders
are taught with vocal explanations, with a lot of emphasis on the rider’s ability to
locate themselves in space. Emotional, physical and mental disabilities make
learning more difficult. Unfortunately, we may not have information on each
rider’s specific problem. Many have not been diagnosed, so it becomes a matter
of judgment how each rider will be taught. Talk to an instructor if you have
qguestions or suggestions about any rider. Your feedback after each lesson is
very important to our program.
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WHEN YOU MEET A PERSON WITH DISABILITIES

Remember, a person with a disability is still a person, just like you or me. Be
yourself when you meet them. Talk about the same things that you would with
anyone. Help only when help is requested. When a person with a disability falls
down, they may wish to get up by themselves. A person with visual impairment
may prefer to get around without assistance.

BE PATIENT — Let the person with the disability set their own pace. Much
repetition of skills being taught will be required. Be supportive. Reinforce
accomplishments.

DO NOT BE AFRAID - to laugh with them.

DO NOT STARE — when you see a person with a disability. They deserve the
same courtesy you would give a person without a disability.

DO NOT BE OVER-PROTECTIVE - over-solicitous, over-kind or over-
sympathetic. They don’t want it.

DO BE AWARE OF DANGER - Often the rider with mental challenges will have
a limited awareness of danger and will need careful supervision.

ENCOURAGE SOCIAL INTERACTION — with volunteers and peers. Do not ask
embarrassing questions. The person with a disability will tell you about the
disability when they are ready.

DO NOT SHOUT - at a person with disabilities. They are not all hearing
impaired. Give concise, clear and simple directions and explanations with visual
aids whenever possible. Reinforce with repetition.

DO NOT OFFER PITY OR CHARITY — The person with a disability wants to be
treated as an equal. She/he wants to prove her/himself.

DO NOT SEPARATE A PERSON WITH A DISABILITY — from their wheelchair
or crutches. They may want/need them. They will tell you what to do.

DO NOT MAKE UP YOUR MIND AHEAD OF TIME — about a person with
disabilities. You might be surprised at how wrong you were in judging their
interests and abilities.

ENJOY YOUR FRIENDSHIP — with this person. Their philosophy and good
humor will probably be an inspiration to you!!
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UNDERSTANDING HORSE BEHAVIOR

EQUINE SENSES
Communication is key when developing relationships and working with horses.
It is critical to provide a safe environment in a therapeutic riding setting.
Beginning a process of understanding the horse senses, instincts and
implications is a step in predicting behaviors, managing risks and increasing
positive relationships.

SMELL

The horse’s sense of smell is thought to be very acute and allows him to
recognize other horses and people. Smell also enables the horse to evaluate
situations.

Implications:

Allow horses the opportunity to become familiar with new objects and their
environment by smelling.

NO TREATS ARE TO BE ON YOUR PERSON, FOR YOU OR THE HORSE.
NO EATING OR HAVING FOOD IN THE ARENA.

HEARING

The horse’s sense of hearing is also thought to be very acute. The horse may
also combine their sense of hearing and sight to become familiar with new or
alerting sounds. “Hearing and not seeing” is often the cause of the fright/flight
response. Note the position of the horse’s ears (pictures follow). Forward ears
communicate attentiveness and interest. Ears that are laid back often
communicates that they are upset and/or showing aggression towards another
horse or person.

Implications:

Horses are wary when they hear something but do not see it. If your horse is
acting nervous, talk to him in a quiet and calm voice for reassurance.

Avoid shouting or using a loud voice. This can be frightening to a horse.
Watch your horse’s ears for increased communication. Stiffly pricked ears
indicate interest. Drooping ears indicate relaxation, inattentiveness (easily
startled), exhaustion or iliness. Flattened ears indicate anger, threat or fear.
Ears flicking back and forth indicate attentiveness or interest.
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SIGHT

The horse’s eyes are set on either side of the head; there is good peripheral
(lateral) vision, but poorer frontal vision. A horse focuses on objects by raising
and lowering its head. The horse’s visual memory is very accurate. Horses are
thought to see quite well in the dark, due to the large size of their eyes. There is
still controversy as to whether or not horses see in color.

Implications:

e The horse may notice if something in the arena or out on the trail is
different. Allow the horse an opportunity to look at the new objects.
Introduce new props that the horse may be unfamiliar with.

e The horse has better peripheral vision; consider a slightly looser rein,
enabling him to move his head when taking a look at objects.

e Although the horse has good peripheral vision, consider his two blind
spots: directly in front and directly behind. The best way to approach a
horse is to his shoulder. It may startle him if you approach from behind or
directly in front.

TOUCH

Touch is used as a communication between horses and between horses and
people. Horses are sensitive to soft or rough touch with a person’s hands or
legs.

Implications:

e Handlers should treat the horses gently but firmly.

e Each horse has sensitive areas, and it is important to be familiar with them
(for example: flank and belly areas).

e Watch rider leg position. Riders may need appropriate assistance to
reduce a “clothespin” effect with their legs. Ask the instructor what is the
best handling technique.

e Horses will often touch or paw at unfamiliar objects (for example: a horse
may paw at a bridge or ground pole before crossing it).

TASTE
Taste is closely linked with the sense of smell and helps the horse to distinguish
palatable foods and other objects.

Implications: Taste is closely linked with smell and touch; therefore, a horse
may lick or nibble while becoming familiar with objects and people. Be careful,
as this could lead to possible biting.
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SIXTH SENSE
Horses do have a “sixth sense” when evaluating the disposition of those around
him. Horses can be hypersensitive in detecting the moods of their handlers and
riders. A good therapeutic horse is chosen for their sensitive response to the
rider. At times there may be a personality conflict between handlers and horses.
It is important to let the instructor know if you're having a difficult time relating or
getting along with a particular horse.

THE HORSE'’S LIFESTYLE

In addition to understanding the horse’s six senses, we need to appreciate and
increase our awareness of the horse’s lifestyle. This will assist us in responding
appropriately to his reactions to situations.

FLIGHT AS A NATURAL INSTINCT
Horses would rather turn and run away from danger than face it and fight it.

Implications:

e At a sudden movement or noise, the horse might try to flee. Speak to the
horse calmly.

e A frightened horse that is tied up or being held tightly might try to escape
by pulling back. Relax your hold or untie him quickly and usually he will
relax. Be sure not to stand directly behind the horse.

e |If flight is not possible, the horse could either turn to kick out or face the
problem and rear, especially in a tight area like a stall. A halter with a lead
rope may assist with maintaining control while working around the horse in
a stall.

e If a horse appears to be frightened or fearful (note the position of the
horse’s ears in pictures following), it may be helpful to allow a more
experienced horse to lead. Most horses chosen to work in a therapeutic
riding setting have less of an instinct to flee. The horse may look to you for
reassurance. It is helpful if the volunteer remains calm and talks to the
horse in a soothing voice.
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HERD ANIMAL
Horses like to stay together in a herd or group with one or two horses dominant,
with a pecking order among the rest.

Implications:

e Be aware that a horse may not like being alone. This is a consideration
when horses are leaving the arena or a horse loses sight of the others
while on a trail ride.

e Be aware that if the horse in front of a line is trotting or cantering, the
horse that is following may also attempt to trot or canter.

e If one horse spooks at something, the surrounding horses may also be
affected.

e For safety keep at least one horse’s length between horses when riding
within a group to respect the horse’s space and pecking order.

Being aware of horse behaviors is one of the best safety precautions that can

be used at our facility! Knowing how to steady your horse can prevent an
accident and increase the quality of your “mutual” relationship.
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o ReADING His EARs

: _The horse’s ears and actions are the key to his emotions. He can tell you what he is paying attention to and how he feels
by the way he uses his ears and the way he acts, Following are some tips to his emotions.

Ears forward but relaxed Ears turned back but relaxed Ears pointed stiffly forward
Interested in what’s in front of him Listening to his rider or what’s Alarmed or nervous about what's
behind him ahead; looking for danger

Ears pointed left and right Ears stiffly back Droopy ears
Relaxed, paying attention to the Annoyed or worried about what's Calm and subordinate, horse may
scenery on both sides behind him; might kick if annoyed be dozing

OTHER SIGNS YOU SHOULD NOTICE

* Tucking the tail down tightly.
Danger to the rear.
Horse may bolt, buck or kick.
Watch out if ears are flattened, too!

* Switching the tail.

Annoyance and irritation at biting flies, stinging insects or
bothersome actions of a rider or another horse.

Ears flattened against neck
Violently angry, in a fighting mood;
may fight, bite or kick

]
£
i
1
§
%
° Droopy ears and resting one hind leg on toe. E
Calm and resting, horse may be dozing. i
Don’t wake him up by startling him!

* Wrinkling up the face and swinging the head.
Threatening gesture of an angry or bossy horse.
Watch out for biting or kicking.
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How to Read Your Horse's Body Language

Subtle changes in your horse's posture, expression and movements can provide important
clues to what he is thinking.

JENNIFER WILLIAMS, PHD - UPDATED: JUL 13, 2018 - ORIGINAL: JAN 29, 2013 EQUUS
MAGAZINE

Chances are pretty good you understand what your horse is saying when he nickers as you
bring him his feed. The meaning of a pinned ear and cocked hind hoof are also pretty
obvious.

But not all equine communication is quite so clear. Do you know what a clamped tail
indicates? What a foal is saying when he clacks his teeth? Even more important, can you
recognize subtle signs of fear or frustration before they escalate into a blowup?

Because people rely so much on verbal communication, it's natural to focus on a horse's
vocalizations when trying to gure out what he is saying. But like many animals, horses
communicate much more through postures, gestures and expressions than they do with their
vocal cords.

The ability to read and respond to this horse body language is what sets great trainers apart
from the rest. From a distance, it may look like these experts are "mind reading," but in
reality, they're noticing and responding to the subtlest of cues from the horse, both on the
ground as well as in the saddle.

This isn't a mystical skill. Anyone who spends time around horses can learn to tune in to their
unique forms of nonverbal communication. It may take some time and attention, but a better
understanding of the language of horses will improve your horsemanship skills, and you'll be
able to read your horse more clearly and ne-tune your training and handling accordingly.
Here's what you need to know:

What His Ears Say
One of the first lessons a novice rider is taught is that when a horse's ears are forward he is
alert, paying attention and/or interested in what's in front of him, and when his ears are
pinned back close to the neck he is angry and about to bite or kick. But the ears have more to
say than just that:
Turned out to the side. The horse is asleep or relaxed and may not be attuned to what's
going on around him. You don't want to march up to this horse and pat him because he may
be startled and react by running over you, whirling or striking out. Instead, call his name or
make some noise, and don't approach until he turns his head or otherwise indicates that he's
paying attention to you.
Turned back. If your horse's ears are pointed backward but not pinned, it often means he's
listening to something behind him---he may be deciding whether to run away or turn around
and check out the sound. When combined with a swishing tail or other signs of tension in the
body, turned-back ears may be a precursor to pinned ears.
Rapidly swiveling. Ears that are flicking back and forth are a sign that the horse is in a
heightened state of anxiety or alertness. He may be trying to locate the source of a frightening
sound or smell, or he may be overwhelmed by too many stimuli.
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What His Head Carriage Says

The position and movement of a horse's head are easy to see and can tell you a lot about his
mood and what he's thinking:

Lowered. A dropped head is a sign your horse is relaxed and feeling good, and his ears will
often hang to the side as well. If he's standing in his stall or pasture with a lowered head, he's
probably either resting or asleep; call his name and make your approach obvious so you don't
startle him.

Elevated. Your horse is focused on something in the distance, and he's probably trying to
figure out whether he should flee, investigate or ignore it. As his handler, you need to realize
that he is not paying attention to you, and he may be about to spook or bolt; to prevent that
from happening, you must regain his focus.

A horse who raises his head while being ridden may be in pain, especially if he also hollows
his back, pins his ears or wrings his tail. Carefully examine your tack for protruding screws or
other sources of discomfort and check for proper t. If the behavior persists, have a
veterinarian check your horse for back pain.

Snaking. Lowering the head slightly and waving the neck from side to side is an aggressive
act, often used by stallions who are fighting or herding an uncooperative mare. If you see a
horse do this, it's a red alert. You need to ascertain why the horse is aggressive and defuse
the situation. This may mean refocusing his attention, moving him out of the area or just
getting away from him.

What His Forelegs Say

We're all trained early on to watch out for a horse's hind legs because that's where the kicks
come from, but the front legs can also communicate quite a bit:

Standing splayed. A horse spreads his front legs out to the sides and leans back a little
when he is scared—he may be seconds away from a spook or bolt.

Injuries or health issues, such as weakness from malnutrition or neurological impairment, can
also cause a horse to stand with his forelegs splayed. Call in a veterinarian if a horse
standing splay legged is unwilling or unable to move.

Pawing. Horses paw—an arcing action with the foreleg that may dig a trench in soft
ground—for a number of reasons. The bored or impatient horse paws when tied—he's saying
that he's tired of standing around and he's ready to go! Stressed horses may paw in the
trailer or at feeding time, and the behavior stops when the source of the anxiety is past.
Pawing to indicate anger is rarer, but it is a signal you need to heed: In these cases, the
pawing is more forceful and is often combined with pinned ears. In a loose horse, pawing like
this often precedes a charge or some kind of attack. If you see this, get out of his way and
make sure you're not between him and another horse who may be the source of his
aggression. In a horse who is tied or in hand, forceful, angry pawing may proceed a bite or
strike. In this scenario, move other horses away, correct him with a sharp "No," then refocus
his attention by moving him from the area or putting him to work.

Stomping. Unlike pawing, stomping is raising and lowering a foot forcefully in place. Horses
stomp to indicate irritation. Usually, it's something minor, such as a fly they're trying to
dislodge. However, stomping may also indicate your horse is frustrated with something you
are doing, and if you don't address it, he may resort to stronger signals.
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Striking. A strike is a forceful, forward kick with a front leg that can be either aggressive or
defensive. This is a dangerous action. If you're very lucky you'll walk away with only a bruise,
but a strike can break a bone. If the horse rears and strikes your head, he can kill you easily.
Fortunately, horses rarely strike without warning, such as stomping or pawing, wide eyes, an
elevated head or pinned ears. That's why it is important to listen to those signals so that you
can change your horse's focus or prepare for worsening behavior.

What His Hind Legs Say

The hind legs of a nervous or frustrated horse are a danger zone to be heeded:

Cocked. When a horse cocks his leg, he rests the leading edge of the hoof on the ground
and drops his hip. When combined with a lowered head or ears hanging to the side, this is
the sign of a horse who is relaxed and resting. You may see him occasionally shift his weight,
uncocking that back leg and cocking the other one. However, if your horse shifts his weight
rapidly from one foot to the other, he's probably in pain and cannot get comfortable; you need
to call your veterinarian.

A horse may also cock a hind hoof when he is irritated or defensive and considering kicking.
In that case, he may also elevate his head and turn his ears back, and he may be looking
back over his shoulder to keep an eye on the perceived threat. The best thing you can do
then is steer clear of his back end and move him forward and away from whatever is
bothering him.

Raised. Your horse may lift a hind leg off the ground to signal irritation. The cause may be
something as minor as a horsefly, or it could be that he's annoyed with a horse or person
behind him and is threatening to kick.

At the more aggressive end of the spectrum, many of the warning signs will be similar to a
horse with a cocked leg: He may elevate his head, pin his ears and possibly even snake his
head back and forth in warning. Your goal will be to move him away from whatever is
bothering him and refocus his energy by putting him to work.

What His Muzzle Says

Even beyond nickers and whinnies, a horse's nose and mouth can tell you several things
about what he's feeling:

Drooping lip or slack mouth. A horse standing quietly with his lower lip drooping may be
relaxing or even asleep. If you approach him, do so cautiously and call his name to avoid
startling him. Once he's awake and moving around, his lip should return to normal. However,
if the slackness in his mouth persists while he's alert, he may have an injury or a neurological
problem. Ask your veterinarian to investigate.

Chewing. It may look a little funny to see your horse chewing when you know he's not eating,
but this is a good sign when you are training him. It indicates he's relaxed and thinking, and
that in turn means he's learning.

Clacking teeth. A foal will sometimes raise his neck, push his head forward, curl his lips and
click his teeth together. It can look comical to us, but it's an important behavior for him: This is
how the foal tells other horses, "Hey! I'm a baby! Please don't hurt me!" You'll see this most
often in foals and weanlings and occasionally among more submissive yearlings. Normally,
they stop by the time they're 2 or 3 years old.
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Flehmen. Flehmen is another of those behaviors that looks humorous but serves an
important function: When a horse smells something he's unsure of, he raises his head, curls
his upper lip, breathes in and blows air back out. This allows him to push the scent particles
through a structure in his nose called the vomeronasal organ (VNO).

The VNO enables horses to better detect chemicals in the air, often pheromones emitted by
sexually receptive horses. You most often see stallions flehmen when they're determining
whether a mare is in heat and ready to breed, but all horses will do this when they smell
something unusual and they're trying to get more information.

Flared nostrils. A horse will stretch his nostrils wide to draw in more air as he exercises, and
the flare may continue for a short time afterward. At other times, a horse's nostrils may flare
and even quiver when he is startled or nervous---this is one of those quieter communications
that can develop into something more serious if you don't take heed right away.

Tight, pinched or pursed mouth or muzzle. This is a subtle sign and can be easy to miss.
Tension around the mouth tells you your horse is worried, stressed or scared. When you notice
his muzzle tighten, take action to either remove your horse from the situation or help him work
through the stress or fear so he won't have to resort to "louder" messages like biting or running
away.

Gaping mouth with visible teeth. This gesture can signal different things, depending on the
context. If the horse also pins his ears and you can see white around his eyes, he's angry
and probably seconds away from biting you or another horse—move out of his way
immediately to avoid being hurt. If a horse's mouth gapes while he is being ridden, he may be
in pain. Check the fit of your bridle and bit, and schedule a dental examination to make sure
his teeth aren't hurting him.

Last, if your horse stops eating and stands with his neck stretched out and his mouth gaping,
he may be experiencing choke, an obstruction in his esophagus. This is an emergency;
remove the uneaten food and call your veterinarian immediately.

What His Eyes Say
The movements of your horse's eyes tell you not just what he's thinking but also where his
attention is focused:
Tension. As with tension around the muzzle, tightening of the muscles around the eyes is a
subtle, early signs of stress, fear or discomfort. You may see this as a wrinkled upper eyelid
or tightness at the corner of the eye. If you learn to notice this cue and respond promptly, you
can avoid bigger problems.
Rapid darting. When your horse's eyes are flicking from side to side, he's probably scared
and looking for a way to escape. This sign may precede a spook or bolt, but if your horse
feels trapped he may react by biting or kicking in an attempt to get away. Remove him from
the situation or calm him down to keep yourself safe.
Whites of the eyes showing. To interpret this sign correctly, you need to know your horse
and what's normal for him. In some horses, the sclera (the opaque white portion of the
eyeball surrounding the cornea) is always visible, especially in Appaloosas and pintos with
lots of white on their faces. In some horses, the sclera is exposed when they are only startled
or mildly alarmed.
Usually, however, by the time a horse has gotten worked up to the point that you can see the
whites around his eyes, he's extremely upset. If his ears are also pinned, he's angry.
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If he's trembling or snorting, he's scared. Either way, you'll need to take quick action to
reassure or distract him to prevent a spook, bolt or defensive move.

What His Tail Says

More than just a fly swatter, the tail is one of the more mobile methods of equine
communication:

Raised or "flagged." A tail carried above the level of the back is a sign of excitement. This
behavior is often associated with Arabians, but any horse will do it if he's energized enough—
some will just get keyed up more readily. A horse who is so excited that he's flagging his tail
isn't paying much attention to you, and he's probably prone to spooking, bucking or bolting.
You may need to put him to work to regain his focus.

Clamped down. A nervous or stressed horse will press his tail down, and he may tuck in his
hindquarters. This is a good time to reassure him and try to build his confidence. If your horse
clamps his tail when you are riding, he may be in discomfort or pain; you need to make sure
he's sound and his tack ts well. Call your veterinarian if the behavior persists for no obvious
reason.

Rapid swishing. Slow slapping of a tail is all about fly control. But when a horse's tail is
jerking quickly from side to side or up and down, he is irritated or angry. This is often a pretty
clear warning sign that he's about to kick or buck, and you need to heed it immediately.

If your horse swishes his tail often while you are riding, check your tack to make sure no
sharp or protruding edges are hurting him. If he continues with the behavior, have your
veterinarian examine him to look for pain or lameness.

What His Whole Body Says

Sometimes you need "the big picture” to get the full story of what's going on with your horse:
Tension. When your horse's muscles are rigid and his movements are stiff , he's either
hurting, nervous or stressed. If he's scared, you can work him through the problems with
some desensitization—this is easier to do if you start before the point where he has to bolt or
buck to get your attention. If you don't think fear is the problem, have your horse examined for
back pain, lameness or dental problems.

Trembling. Shaking is almost always a sign of fear. Extremely nervous horses may tremble
when exposed to something new, but | see it most often in rescued horses who were abused
in the past and are very frightened of being handled. We had one mare whose entire body
tensed whenever we moved toward her, and when we first tried picking up her back legs, the
anxiety turned into trembling so severe she nearly fell down. At first | was afraid that
something was physically wrong with her, but she showed no other signs of iliness or injury. It
was simply fear.

A horse who is so scared or nervous that he trembles is on the verge of either running away
or fighting to protect himself. If you see this, stop whatever you are doing and give your horse
a few minutes to calm down. When he's relaxed, slowly reintroduce the thing that scared him.
Be quiet and calm with him, and he'll pick up on your attitude. Working with a horse who is
this scared or nervous takes a lot of time and patience. You might want to enlist an
experienced trainer to help him work through his issues.

Touching you. If a horse reaches out to touch you with his muzzle, he could be trying to nip
or bite you. Or it may be that he's curious and checking you out.
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Another possibility is that he's nervous and needs a little reassurance. This is one of those
times when you need to know your horse to distinguish the difference.

| once worked with a little filly who was nervous and high strung. After a day or two, when she
felt comfortable with me, she began to reach out and gently touch me with her muzzle if
something scared her. That was my signal to slow down, reassure her and let her get used to
the new thing. If | hadn't known her well enough, | might have thought she was being pushy
and "corrected" her to discourage biting—which would have made her more nervous and
might have caused her to escalate to bolting from things that scared her.

Swinging hindquarters. When your horse swings his rump from side to side, it can mean
one of two things. Usually, he's warning that he's about to kick. In that case, his ears will
probably be back, he may be wringing his tail, and his body will be tense. Move him away
from whatever he's mad at and put him to work.

A mare in heat will also swing her rump slightly from side to side, trying to get the attention of
any stallions that might be around. She'll also likely raise her tail and turn it to one side, and
she may urinate a little.

Learning horse body language takes time. As you work with your horse, observe how his
postures and expressions change as he interacts with you as well as other people and
animals. Before long, you'll start to understand the more subtle signs that he's getting
annoyed or fearful, and then you can start a more proactive "dialog," responding to his cues
and keeping his focus on the work at hand. One day, the intuitive, "mind-reading" rider
everyone envies may be you.

This article first appeared in EQUUS issue #424.
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