Special Challenges, Special Rewards

One of the joys of teaching horseback riding is learning to be flexible and to adapt to the teaching style required of the student.  I do hold a secondary teacher’s certificate and a master’s degree in counseling psychology.  But teaching horseback riding has so many more dimensions than teaching in a classroom!

Sometimes people will ask, “Don’t you get sick of teaching beginners?”  On the contrary, beginners have so many “light bulb” moments.  Every lesson is different, not in what we teach necessarily, but in how we get our points across.

Since I excel in teaching pre-schoolers, it’s no big jump to teach those who are physically, mentally and emotionally challenged in other ways.  Let me give you some examples. 

My own son is mentally disabled, so I have both experience with and empathy towards those with learning disabilities (and their parents!).  As with small children, I use more hands-on demonstration than verbal instructions.  One has to repeat teaching points over and over in many different ways.  People with learning disabilities often get more tense in their bodies than the more fully abled.  Releasing tension is always a big part of learning to communicate with a horse.  So is copious praise.  (So many students need this, so do horses!)  We also all need patience, for our students, for ourselves and for our horses.

I’ve never taught a blind person, but I have taught a deaf student.  She did not read lips.  I don’t know sign language.  We communicated through written language.  I used a stenographer’s pad to write and draw instructions.  My student responded on the pad with written questions if she didn’t understand.

The most interesting thing was observing how the school horses responded to this technique.  Most of the school horses enjoyed the “peace and quiet”.  In the whole hour, there was no spoken language.  Our most veteran school horse, “Two Blankets”, however found the lessons creepy.  This horse is really smart.  He is accustomed to hearing the instructor’s verbal commands.  He realized that the note pad was giving the instructions.  He tried to look at the handwriting.  It didn’t make sense to him.  He didn’t like the whole scenario.  Despite his seemingly lazy demeanor, Two Blankets has always liked to “be in control”.  All of his old techniques were failing him!

Our deaf student, by the way, since purchased her own horse.  Horses and riding continue to be a great source of joy for her.

I teach of lot of emotionally challenged students.  Again, the instructor must adapt to the pace at which the student is able to learn.  (Don’t we all have our emotionally challenged days?)  Perhaps more so than others, we teach these students to control angry outbursts, to breathe, to be easier on themselves.  Emotionally challenged horses that have worked through their own “issues”, make great teachers of their counterparts in the human world.  They seem to empathize with each other.

I remember an Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disordered child who took lessons from us for seven years.  How she wanted to teach others!  This goal gave her the perseverance to learn all she could so that she could pass her knowledge on to others.  Sherry (not her real name) is now a three-day-event instructor and trainer.  It was Sherry who, as a ten-year-old, was the first of our trail-riding group to ride over 12,000-foot Webster Pass.  What an accomplishment!  I am sure it is memories like this that carry her over the cross-country courses today!

I’ve taught lots of language-challenged people.  A young woman from Japan came to stay in our bed and breakfast.  She took three lessons per day for a week.  She really wanted to learn to ride!  Yet Chizu knew very little English.  Her gratitude was expressed in our guest room journal:  “I appreciated that Kris has known how to talk to me.”

An autistic boy was also a student for almost a full year.  Wow the strength his parents must have!  Horses were great for “Jerry”.  He loved to touch and groom them.  He did eventually excel at riding too, exceeding everyone’s expectations.  Jerry, age 12, learned to canter on our beloved Senador.

Since childhood I have felt that I have the uncanny ability to “get inside another creatures skin”.  My empathy has been so strong at times that it feels disabling in itself.  Yet when I look back at these stories, I see how many students (and horses too) have benefited from an instructor’s ability to take the time to appreciate the world from another’s point of view.
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