
 

Horse Leader Policies and Procedures 

Our horse leaders are an essential part of our team at Exceptional Equestrians. As a leader, your responsibility is 
to control the horse in order to provide safe and effective treatment for EE clients. We require all horse leaders 
to have extensive previous horse experience (previously or currently owned or leased horses, several years of 
lessons, or other comparable experience). Leaders need to be able to identify when a horse may be nervous or 
uncomfortable since not all our therapists have horse experience. 

Hippotherapy vs. Adaptive Riding: EE offers two types of mounted programming. Hippotherapy is led by an 
occupational therapist, physical therapist, or an OT or PT assistant. The movement of the horse is a treatment 
tool. Clients in hippotherapy may occasionally learn about using reins or other horsemanship skills, but their 
primary goals are medical. In hippotherapy sessions, it is especially important to keep the horse moving at a 
good active walk (as appropriate for the client). Adaptive riding is taught by a PATH-certified therapeutic riding 
instructor. These clients have riding-based goals and are learning horsemanship skills, though they may vary in 
ability. In adaptive riding sessions, it is important to allow the client to be as independent as they are capable of. 
This may mean giving a little more lead so that the client can practice steering on their own, or other skills. 

 
EE policies and guidelines in the barn: 

• As a horse leader, EE asks that you try to arrive 15 minutes before your first scheduled session. This 
gives you time to make sure your horse is groomed and tacked beforehand. Your assigned horse may 
already be ready if they had an earlier session, but you are always welcome to see if any other horses 
need to be prepped. 

• Check the posted schedule to see what horse you are assigned for a session. Do not switch horses 
without prior approval, assignments are made for a reason. If there is a horse you are not comfortable 
working with, let the equine manager or Lisa know. 

• Horses are typically groomed and tacked loose in their stalls but can be tied in the stalls or crosstied in 
the aisle if you do not feel comfortable with a specific horse. 

• Because all the stalls have haynets in them, we do not leave halters on when horses are in the stalls. The 
clips can become caught on the netting and cause the horse to panic. 

• If you notice anything wrong with a horse while grooming or handling them, please immediately bring it 
to the attention of the equine manager or Lisa. 

• Two pairs of stalls have adjoining windows. We only put horses from the same herd groups in these 
stalls (two geldings, two mares, etc.), otherwise they may squeal, kick, or bite at a strange horse. 

• If you are bringing horses in or turning horses out, it is generally safest to open the pasture gates 
inward. This keeps another horse from being able to push the gate open. Be aware of where other 
horses are when bringing horses in or out. Dominant horses may chase more submissive horses away 
from the gates. Bring a second person out to help keep horses away from the gate if you need to, it is 
much safer. 

• When horses are tacked in the barn, we initially do not tighten the girth more than necessary to keep 
the saddle or pad on. It is best to tighten the girth once in the stall before you bring a horse out for the 
session and check it once more in the arena before the client is mounted. Be careful when tightening 
girths because some of the horses may be cinchy and could try to bite. Remember not to overtighten 
girths as it makes horses sore. Check under the horse’s chest to see if the girth is tight rather than on the 
side of their ribcage. 

 
 



• If horses have a break between sessions, we generally leave their tack on in the stall if it is an hour or 
less, just loosen the girth by a hole or two. If they have a longer break, they should be untacked. 
Depending on the weather, if horses have a break of several hours between sessions, they might be 
turned out again until later. 

 
EE policies for horse leaders during sessions: 

• The leader’s primary responsibility is to control the horse at all times. Leaders should not be socializing 
with the client, therapist, or other volunteers during sessions. 

• If time permits, it is best to take a minute or two to warm the horse up once you bring them into the 
arena. Appropriate warm ups include getting an active, forward walk, backing the horse, asking for a 
pivot or yielding the haunches, or trotting if the horse seems particularly sluggish. 

• Leaders are asked not to pick up balls or other objects off the ground, or grab props off the arena wall as 
it takes the attention off the horse. This should be left to the sidewalkers or therapist. 

• When the horse is stopped, leaders should head the horse, by standing in front of their head facing 
them. If the horse does not stand still, it may be appropriate to hold onto the halter with one or both 
hands. Be sure not to put fingers through the halter rings when doing this. 

• Leaders should always have two hands on the lead rope. The excess rope should be held is an accordion-
fold or a large loose loop, never wrapped around your hand. Horses should NEVER be left to stand with 
the lead rope over their neck or on the ground, even if the leader is right next to them. It is unsafe and 
sets a bad example for other volunteers. 

• Leaders should hold the lead rope no closer than the marked spot on the leadline. Holding too tightly 
restricts the horse’s head and neck movement, and therefore restricts the horse’s stride. Since the 
horse’s movement is the primary treatment tool in hippotherapy or adaptive riding, we want it to be as 
free and active as possible. 

• When walking, leaders should be at the horse’s head, not out in front or back by the horse’s shoulder. 

• If you need a break, please let the therapist or instructor know, but do not hand the horse off to anyone 
other than another trained horse leader, even if there is no rider at that time. 

• When parking the horse at the mounting ramp or the blue platform, you may ask a sidewalker to assist 
by standing with their arms out to form a visual barrier if the horse is not parking close. Occasionally a 
horse may need a light pressure on their hip to keep straight, but we do not ever want to push hard on 
the horse. If a horse is not close enough, simply walk them in a circle and try again rather than trying to 
back them or sidestep them into position.  

• When the horses are in the arena, EE’s policy is that we do not pet their faces. We want to respect the 
horse’s personal space, and have the horses respect our space as well. Horse leaders can help enforce 
this rule with sidewalkers, clients, or family members by directing them to pet the horse’s neck or 
shoulder instead. Do not let the horse lip, lick, or nibble at your hands, body, or clothing as well. It seems 
cute, but can quickly become a dangerous habit, especially for young clients or clients with poor motor 
control. We do allow people to let the horse smell their hand, but ask that they do so by offering the 
horse a closed fist instead of an open hand. 

• Especially for hippotherapy sessions where multiple individual clients may be in the arena at the same 
time, be aware of where other horses and people are in the arena. Some teams may be stopping on the 
wall or changing direction. Communicate with your fellow horse leaders about where you are going. 
Keep space between all horses, especially those who are not turned out together. 

• Remember that the rest of your team may have little to no horse experience outside of EE. If you feel 
your horse is having a problem with a certain task or activity, let the therapist or instructor know. 

 
Remember to be safe and have fun! We at Exceptional Equestrians value our volunteers so much, so thank you 
for sharing your time to help our program. 


