A Smile, a Horse and Autism

By JANET SCHOELER

“What do you see?” Liz Cland,
direcror of High Horses Therapeuric
Riding Program at Brookside Farm off
Route 5 in Morwich, V., asks a child
looking a horse in the eye.

“1 see myself)” responds the child.

What's unique abouc chis inrerac-
rion is the fact irs an inceracion ac all.
The child is diagnosed wich autism,
and children with antism have difficul-
ty communicatng and sometimes mak-
ing eye contact.

Unique is also 2 good word o
describe the overall effect of horses on
children with andsm — a phenomenon
that brings posirive results withour
knowing exacty why. Maybe ics chat
horse-child reladonship.

"Children develop special
relationships with horses char quickly
generalize to increased conracr and
involvement wich reachers, rrainers and
family members. The sense of confi-
dence and comperence they gain from
their horsemanship is unparalleled by
any other experience.” wrote child psy-
chelogist Dt. Stephen Gutseein in an
arricle published by the MNorth
American Riding for the Handicapped
Association, Inc. Thar organization —
www.narha.org — oversees instructor
rraining for teaching handicapped peo-
ple of all ages.

"The effect we're finding is some-
how relared to che thythm of the hotrse,”
says Claud. "It allows the child wo
process things betrer and focus more.”

The result may show upina
smule. Claud says several children love
to trot on a horse and dhe slighcly
faster-than-a-walk modion brings a
smile to their face. Resulrs reach in

other directions, too. Claud says one
child had difficuley keeping his anger
in check, bur is kind and never shows

anget while triding,

"Thars the thing, A lot of parents
don't expect things like thar to happen.
They're thrilled when it does and wanet
their child to keep riding,” she says.

Another child cried the firse dme
a safety helmer was pur on him so he
conld ride."He cried so hard, we rook
the helmer off)’ she says. On che next
visit, he just sat on her lap, and on sub-
sequent visits, got on the ramp where
riders go to get on a horse. Finally, after
the fourth or fifth visic, he actually gor
on a horse and "had an incredible ride,’
says Cland.

“The parent wrote chat for the first
time her child made full statements
that had to do with his famure. He had
never ralked abouc furure events before.
His parenits are just thrilled. Irs
maments like this chat you see such a
huge jump in progress,” she says.

High Hotses Therapeutic Riding
Program began in 1993 and is a nadon-
ally certified nonprofic financed through
riders’ fees, grants, donations and
Fundraisers. Fees range from $300 (a
seven-weel session) co $300 wich chird-
party financial assiscance and pardal
schalarships available, There are eight
instructors, more than 100 volunteers
and six special horses helping around 45
tiders of all ages and disabiliies,

All of the instencrors have caken
additional courses about aurism, and
the Hartford Aucsm Regional Program
in Wilder, Vr., (one of chree collabora-
ove programs in the Hardord School
Diiscrice serving Vermone and New
Hampshire) staft meets with inseraceors
to help enhance the program.

For more about the High Horses
Thetapeutic Riding Program, contact
Liz Claud ac {802) 356-3386. To vol-
unteet, conract Volunteer Coordinator
Susan Goodell ar (802) 4292412 or
visit www.highhorses.org



