4-H program in the
spotlight:
therapeutic riding
The hippotheraphy, therapeutic riding & equine assisted therapy program in Kodiak
started this June, and continues twice a week for 6 weeks in the summer. This
program, in some form, has been going on every year since 1989 when Barbara Hoedel
was first certified as a therapeutic riding instructor and equine specialist in mental
health & learning. The program has positively impacted the lives of up to twenty
children a year ever since. Currently the program is supported by Kodiak 4-H,
Providence Kodiak Island Medical Center (PKIMC) Therapy Services, the Professional
Association of Therapeutic Horsemanship International (PATH Intl.) and many
volunteers from our community.
PATH Intl defines therapeutic riding here: “Therapeutic riding is an equine-assisted
activity for the purpose of contributing positively to the cognitive, physical,
emotional and social well-being of individuals with special needs. Experiencing the
motion of a horse can be very therapeutic. Because horseback riding rhythmically
moves the rider’s body in a manner similar to a human gait, riders with physical
disabilities often show improvement in flexibility, balance and muscle strength. In
addition to the therapeutic benefits, horseback riding also provides recreational
opportunities for individuals with disabilities to enjoy the outdoors.”
Amy Stohl, Occupational Therapist (OT), arrived in Kodiak in 1991 and quickly became
involved in this program. As an OT, she is able to implement the medical treatment
strategy of using the movement of a horse to facilitate change physically or
neurologically with the child participating, which is referred to as hippotherapy.
Working with her this year from PKIMC are Keely Hallinstad (OT) and Genevieve Cook
(PT). Amy notes, “This program can be used as a treatment/intervention tool for a
variety of diagnoses including developmental motor delay, autism, sensory processing
disorder, cerebral palsy, down syndrome and ADHD/ADD”.
Being a part of the therapeutic riding program this year has been a very rewarding
experience for me. Some moments stand out more than others, but there is not a
doubt in my mind that these kids are benefiting from their experience; for example,
when I hear the riders’ voices, calm and full of confidence, tell the horse to “walk
on”, and that moment when the horse starts walking and their nervous facial
expression transforms into a great big smile - well, maybe I should say every moment

is a great one. It goes without saying that therapeutic riding is beneficial to the
rider but let’s be clear - the rider isn’t the only one benefiting; this is an experience
that is therapeutic for the helpers and horses too. When I’m out there leading the
horse and they take a deep breath, I can feel myself starting to breathe deeper too.
The clip-clop of their hooves hitting the gravel as we walk around outdoors, it lulls
me into a great state of relaxation that just doesn’t exist elsewhere in this busy thing
called life.
Our community is so lucky to have the awesome leaders and volunteers that commit
their time to making this program happen; without them, it wouldn’t be possible. One
parent of a past participant said, “A lifetime of gratitude for all the 4-H volunteers
working with the Therapeutic Horseback Riding Program! I am unable to find the
words that describe how phenomenal it has been for my daughter.”
If you are interested in helping in future years or want to learn more about the
program, please contact the 4-H office at 486-1634.
Photos 1 & 2 provided by Jeannie Dennis, longtime volunteer of the program. Photos 3 & 4 by
Kate Schaberg, Kodiak 4-H Program Assistant

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

