
EQUINE 

ASSISTED 

LEARNING
Exploring the methods and benefits 
of applying equine-facilitated 
experiences to members of our 
community



HISTORY 
of 

EQUINE 

ASSISTED 

LEARNING

Equine Assisted Psychotherapy 
(EAP)

Equine Assisted Wellness 
(EAW)

Equine Facilitated Mental Health 
(EFMH)

Equine Assisted Counseling 
(EAC)

EQUINE ASSISTED PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT 
(EAPD)

EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING 
(EAL)



EAPD COACH 

CERTIFICATION
(Qualified to provide all other 

EAL Canada programs)

Qualified to instruct
Associate Certification 

EAL ASSOCIATE
(Horse management and 

Facilitator Assistant)

CORPORATE 

DEVELOPMENT 
(Working with 

business groups)

TRAIL OF THE 

HEART
(Personal 

Development Series)

NEED TO BE 

HERD
(Group work)

GOD’S HORSES
(Weekend Faith 

Retreats)

IN FRONT OF 

THE HERD
(Leadership 

Development Series

TRAIL OF THE 

HOME
(Family Enrichment 

Series)



Grief
Vulnerability
Failure & Hope
Forgiveness
Blame
Trust
Heartbreak
Loss & Longing 
Connection

Integrity
Accountability
Disappointment
Expectations
Resentment
Fear
Love
Criticism
Generosity

Nostalgia
Stereotypes
Identity
Boundaries
Perfectionism
Identity
Belonging
Regret
Guilt & Shame 



Powerlessness

Despair + Struggle

= HOPE

GOALS



SINKING DOWNWARD
Humanity (Desirable state)

Huddle (Retreats to close friends)

Home (Family sole support)

Hole (Numb, depressed)

Heart (Sense of isolation)



MOVING UPWARDo Hole

o Heart

o Home

o Huddle

o Humanity



PHYSICAL INTELLECTUAL

EMOTIONALTEMPERAMENTAL SPIRITUAL

ENVIRONMENTAL 
AWARENESS DURING EAL 

SESSIONS



PHYSICAL INTELLECTUAL

EMOTIONALTEMPERAMENTAL SPIRITUAL

ENVIRONMENTAL 
AWARENESS DURING EAL 

SESSIONS

SENSORY 
EXPLORATION

TESTING OF 
BOUNDARIES 

AND 
RESPONSES

SNS/PNS 
ADJUSTMENTS

MUTUAL 
GROOMING

SOCIAL & 
RELATIONAL 

STRUCTURING

HERD INTEGRATION
TACTILE RESPONSES
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▹ We recognize the co-relation 
between our thoughts/beliefs and 
our physiological responses. 
Happy, uplifting and positive 
thoughts/beliefs create an 
endorphin peak that provides 
strength (Endo – within; morphine). 
Negative thoughts/beliefs do not 
allow endorphins to be generated, 
thus enabling the symptoms of 
weakness & depression. 

THE SCIENCE BEHIND EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING



▹ The regions of our brains that 
experience emotion is the oldest 
part of the brain (part of the 
limbic region), and the horse 
processes most of their 
information through these 
regions. The second oldest part 
of our brain include the regions 
that communicate our emotions, 
which are more developed in 
humans than horses.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING



THE SCIENCE BEHIND EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING



▹ The heart of a human -> magnetic energy field -> 8 to 10 feet
*measured by a magnetometer

▹ The heart of a horse -> magnetic energy field -> 40 to 50 feet
*measured by a magnetometer

▹ Equine Assisted Learning focuses on the coherent “Heart Rate 
Rhythm” that both bodies produce and synchronize between them 
in order to help the client enter a state of relaxation, peace and 
inner calmness.

▹ The horse's heart is 8-10 times more powerful than the human’s 
and can directly influence our own heart rate rhythm.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING



THE SCIENCE BEHIND EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING



THE SCIENCE BEHIND EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING



THE SCIENCE BEHIND EQUINE ASSISTED LEARNING
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Equi-THINK

Therapies – Horses – Integration – Neurosciences – Kinetics

• New programs in development with specific focuses on a scientific based model of horse-
human relationship that involves awareness of the neurological interspecies interactions.

• Seeking community partners involved in various therapeutic modalities such as physical 
therapy, occupational therapy, social services, community services, mental health services, 
rehabilitation services/centres, etc.

• Expected programs to be designed specifically for children & adults with ABI’s and TBI’s



RESEARCH IN PROGRESS

PREY/PREDATOR AWARENESS ZONES
• Horse’s average zone of awareness – 15 million cubic metres

• Human’s average zone of awareness – 1,000 cubic metres

• Working with horses allows humans to integrate into a herd that 
“pools their awareness”, which offers a protective and secure 
environment in which we can work on emotional challenges and the 
client’s strategies and choices to move forward.



RESEARCH IN PROGRESS

BRAIN/BODY/HEART COHERANCE 
• Exploring the relationship between various nerves, namely 

the “vagus nerve”, which influence the autonomic nervous 
system and offer communication between the heart & the 
brain which are called “afferent influences”

• Many holistic modalities may affect this 
line of communication, however the 
“entrainment” of the horse’s nervous 
system may enhance the strength of our 
brain/body/heart coherence and help 
our brain produce “gamma” feedback to 
solidify new information with a protein 
called “brain derived neurotropic factor”



RESEARCH IN PROGRESS

EXPERIENCE – DEPENDANT NEUROPLASTICITY
• NEUROPLASTICITY – THE MECHANISMS BY WHICH THE BRAIN 

ENCODES EXPERIENCE & MEMORIES AND LEARNS NEW BEHAVIORS, 
AND A DAMAGED BRAIN RELEARNS LOST BEHAVIORS IN RESPONSE 
TO REHABILITATION

• Much of the learning process depends 
on the sequence of rewards and 
reinforcement that the brain can connect

• Research has shown that the horse can 
sensitively react to moments of change 
that happen in a human when “reactive 
synaptogenesis” occurs, which enhances 
learning goals involving neuroplasticity



RESEARCH IN PROGRESS

BRAIN TRAINING POST ABI & TBI
• BRAIN TRAINING – PRACTICES THAT ALTER THE BRAIN IN A WAY 

THAT IMPROVES COGNITION & PERFORMANCE IN DOMAINS BEYOND 
THOSE INVOLVED IN THE TRAINING

• Two commonly used methods of brain 
training are working-memory training, and 
meditative training. 

• Exercises can be designed which include the 
horse in order to stabilize the heart-rate 
variation and skin-conductance response, 
which helps support the client’s nervous 
system and aids their learning processes



RESEARCH IN PROGRESS

BRAIN TRAINING POST ABI & TBI



CASE STUDY: 7 y/o female, 12 individual sessions

▹ Grieving the death of her mother for 2 years (mother had 
addiction to alcohol, meth and cocaine and died due to overdose, however 
daughter was told that she passed in her sleep)

▹ Grandmother had taken custody, and father had 
recently renewed partial custody for every other 
weekend. (Known addiction issues, unstable relationships with other 
females since mother’s death, had partial custody of clients’ younger sister.)

▹ Grandmother expressed concerns about client’s reluctance to 
talk about her mother, possible depression/suicide ideation, lack 
of social engagement, and reluctance to show independence, 
and make decisions or speak up for herself.



▹ Integrating with the herd
▹ The client was immediately drawn to 

Grace, the “matriarch” of the herd. 
Grace stood between the girl and the 
other horses and wouldn’t let the 
others come near. Grace tends to be 
the horse that people choose when 
they lack a motherly figure in their life, 
are grieving their mother, or seeking a 
motherly connection. 

CASE STUDY: 7 y/o female, 12 individual sessions



▹ Strategies for processing grief and loss of mother
▹ Observed a mare & foal on the farm and talked about how the 

foal may have felt during the weaning process, and how it 
related to the client’s loss of her mother.

▹ Utilized exercises that focus on increasing awareness of 
emotions, using obstacle courses that present various 
challenges which induce emotional states that a horse will 
react to. This helps the client have immediate recognition of 
emotions that they experience so that they can process them 
intentionally vs reacting unintentionally to them.

CASE STUDY: 7 y/o female, 12 individual sessions



▹ Strategies for empowering decision-making & independence 

▹ Always presented the client with a choice between two 
exercises that were prepared for the session, and had her 
choose which activity to do first

▹ Always had her choose whether she was mounting the horse 
on the left side or right side, and then progressively 
challenged her to choose whether she was riding with a 
saddle or bareback. This in particular scared her greatly at 
first, and was a big personal win to accomplish.

▹ Challenged her many times in the middle of the session to 
dismount the horse off one side and remount from the other 
side without touching the ground, using various platforms

CASE STUDY: 7 y/o female, 12 individual sessions
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▹ Strategies for supporting the support

▹ We ensured that the client’s grandmother had her own grief 
network in place and had healthy boundaries between herself 
and her granddaughter

▹ The client made the choice to allow her grandmother to 
watch or participate in her sessions, or whether to have her 
wait at the car

▹ We worked with the client’s grandmother separately to 
encourage her to allow her granddaughter to speak for 
herself and to recognize that different answers aren’t 
necessarily wrong. For example – who says you can’t ride a 
horse backwards? We do it all the time 

CASE STUDY: 7 y/o female, 12 individual sessions



▹ Mid-Session Check-In

▹ Grandmother commented that the client was socializing 
much more with friends and was much more willing to attend 
public events and family gatherings

▹ Grades & test scores at school were improving

▹ Client attended a math and robotics camp and received 
awards for leadership, teamwork & ingenuity 

▹ Some concerns voiced around rebellious behavior

CASE STUDY: 7 y/o female, 12 individual sessions



▹ End of session Check-in

▹ Communication improved within the house and 
attitude/behavior improved

▹ Self-advocacy drastically improved

▹ Interest in science/math in school displayed

▹ Practicing independence from grandmother by attending 
events with other family members or friends and their 
families, and attending more sleepovers comfortably and 
confidently

▹ Independently finding activities such as crafts to make at 
home to honour her mother’s memory and continue her 
grieving process

CASE STUDY: 7 y/o female, 12 individual sessions



“Quotations are commonly 
printed as a means of 

inspiration and to invoke 
philosophical thoughts from the 

reader.



















For more information, visit 
www.Equi-SMART.ca/Westervelt-College

THANK YOU!


