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B

andy, a tried and true, well socialized and
desensitized miniature horse, stood in the
middle of the play area, head low and back
IRRWFRFNHG6KHZDWFKHGDV¿YH\HDUROG$OO\
moved around from one toy to another. Ally’s
therapist saw the child move toward Bandy with
DWR\UHÀH[KDPPHUDQGVWHWKRVFRSHPXWWHULQJ
about a sick horse. Ally gathered more medical
tools and her wheelbarrow, which she had deemed
her ambulance. She fussed over Bandy for several
minutes, bandaging her “sick” hoof and applying
one to her “sick” leg. She patted Bandy and told her
she would be better soon. Then Ally breathed a sigh
of relief as she pushed the ambulance and medical
equipment away.

Bandy’s role in Ally’s session was a crucial part in
Ally’s healing from grief and illustrates how equineSDUWQHUHGSOD\WKHUDS\ (337 FDQIDFLOLWDWHJURZWKDQG
help children become emotionally healthy. Ally’s parents

had initiated psychotherapy to help their daughter process
feelings related to the loss of her older sister from medical
complications four years earlier. The parents reported that
Ally had frequent nightmares, behavior problems and
inappropriately shared stories of her sister with strangers.
As Ally and Bandy played out the medical scenes she
had witnessed with her sister, Ally was able to make
VHQVHRIDQG¿QGPHDQLQJLQKHUH[SHULHQFHV2YHUWLPH
Ally’s parents reported that she had become less anxious,
stopped having nightmares and no longer shared stories
with strangers.
(337LVEDVHGRQHTXLQHIDFLOLWDWHGSV\FKRWKHUDS\
()3 ZKLFKLVIDFLOLWDWHGDW3$7+,QWO&HQWHUVE\D
OLFHQVHGPHQWDOKHDOWKWKHUDSLVWD3$7+,QWO&HUWL¿HG
(TXLQH6SHFLDOLVWLQ0HQWDO+HDOWKDQG/HDUQLQJDQG
program horses, and is rooted in child-centered play
WKHUDS\ &&37 7KLVQRQGLUHFWLYHIRUPRIWKHUDS\LVEHVW
suited for children between the ages of three and nine.
Not simply a set of techniques, CCPT is a philosophy
for a way of interacting with children based on the belief
in children’s inherent ability to move toward growth
/DQGUHWK 

AS PICTURED FROM LEFT TO RIGHT:
(1) Equine-partnered play therapy (EPPT) enables children
to provide and receive emotional support. (2) EPPT can
help facilitate emotional regulation and growth. (3) Equines
can respond to a child in ways that convey acceptance and
understanding. (4) Equines may be able to perceive a child's
internal experience and way of being on a level that most
humans cannot perceive.

Equine-partnered play therapy
(EPPT) can facilitate growth
and help children become
emotionally healthy.

PLAY THERAPY
Play is a child’s most natural form of expression.
In play, toys are a child’s words for communicating
experiences, reactions, feelings, wishes, wants, needs
DQGVHOISHUFHSWLRQ /DQGUHWK 3OD\LVXQLYHUVDOO\
observed in children and does not need to be taught
$[OLQH 7KURXJKSOD\FKLOGUHQOHDUQDERXWDQG
explore the world, making sense of their experiences.
*URZWKLVG\QDPLFDQGFRQWLQXDOO\LQÀXHQFHGE\
an individual’s environment. All individuals have an
innate tendency to move toward positive growth. This
tendency is evident in infants’ progression from crawling
to standing to walking. Individuals also form beliefs
about themselves, their environment and their place in the
environment. When an individual’s sense of self matches
his or her experiences in the environment, the individual
is healthy and adjusted. When this sense of self does not
match experiences in the environment, maladjustment
may occur. In children, this maladjustment may appear
DVPLVEHKDYLRUORZVHOIFRQ¿GHQFHDQGGLI¿FXOW\ZLWK
self-regulation. Through play therapy, a child can gain
self-awareness, self-direction, self-control, freedom of
self-expression, self-respect, self-acceptance, improved
decision-making and awareness of personal responsibility
/DQGUHWK 
The therapist must embody three qualities in order to
foster growth: being real, conveying warmth and caring
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acceptance and demonstrating sensitive understanding.
To be real, a therapist must be aware of his or her own
feelings and attitudes and must refrain from directing the
child’s play. To convey warmth and caring acceptance, the
therapist must attempt to understand the child’s world from
the child’s point of view. Finally, to demonstrate sensitive
understanding of the child’s experiences, the therapist
must not have prior expectations of the child’s behavior
/DQGUHWK 7KHWKHUDSLVWPXVWYLHZWKHFKLOGDVD
unique person worthy of respect and not as a miniature
adult. Overall, the therapist should create a safe and
permissive environment to enable free expression.

HOW EQUINES FIT INTO
PLAY THERAPY
0DQ\FKLOGUHQKDYHDQLQQDWHDI¿QLW\WRZDUGDQLPDOV
0HOVRQ )LQH $QLPDOVQDWXUDOO\HPERG\WKH
core qualities of being real, conveying acceptance and
GHPRQVWUDWLQJXQGHUVWDQGLQJ &KDQGOHU :KHQ
given a choice, many children prefer to interact with
live animals rather than animal toys (Nielsen & Delude,
 7KHSUHVHQFHRIDWKHUDS\DQLPDOPD\LQFUHDVHD
child’s motivation to attend therapy sessions, facilitate
trust toward the therapist and help the child feel safer in
WKHVHVVLRQV &KDQGOHU 7KHSUHVHQFHRIHTXLQHV
in therapy sessions also facilitates emotional regulation
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and coping and enables children to provide and receive
QXUWXULQJDQGVXSSRUW 9DQ)OHHW )DD7KRPSVRQ 
Participant Paige’s experience with the equines
provides an example of the animals’ conveyance of the
core qualities of being real, accepting and understanding.
Paige’s parents sought counseling so she would have a safe
place to process her feelings. At home, the parents often
communicated violently and aggressively with each other
and believed three-year-old Paige was unable to hear these
exchanges. At the beginning of her therapy session, Paige
ZRXOGWLPLGO\VWHSRXWRIWKHRI¿FHDQGLQWRWKHVXQOLJKW
She said nothing as she trekked down her usual path to the
toys and the miniature horses she saw every week.
The play therapist and equine specialist watched
intently as Bandy and Buttons, two miniature horses, made
WKHLUZD\VORZO\WR3DLJH VVLGH7KH(60+/ZDWFKHG
every move to protect both Paige and the minis. Standing
on either side of her, the minis turned toward Paige with
her toys as if watching her play, their noses just above
WKHWRSRIKHUKHDG(YHU\IHZPLQXWHVRQHRIWKHKRUVHV
ZRXOGEULHÀ\QX]]OHWKHFKLOG3DLJHVHHPHGHQWUDQFHGLQ
her play. Later, Dazzle, a miniature donkey, would follow
Maggie, a small mule, to the play area. The play therapist
and equine specialist observed the two animals move into
SODFHMXVWLQIURQWRI3DLJH(DFKWLPHWKHSOD\WKHUDSLVW
moved to better see the little girl, Maggie would move
too. It was as if the four animals had created a protective
circle around Paige, and the little girl didn’t seem to mind.
She seemed at ease with the animals so close to her. The
animals seemed to sense that Paige needed protection,
as evidenced by how they encircled her. Using their
EHKDYLRUDOFXHVWKHSOD\WKHUDSLVWUHÀHFWHGWKHIHHOLQJVRI
safety and protection that Paige felt in the session. When
WKHWKHUDSLVWZRXOGPDNHWKHVHUHÀHFWLRQV3DLJHZRXOG
often nod and reach to pet one of the animals.
This high level of attunement to their environment
and the people within their environment that equines like
Dazzle and Maggie express makes them ideal animals for
()3(TXLQHVPD\EHDEOHWRSHUFHLYHWKHFKLOG¶VLQWHUQDO
experience and understand the child’s way of being on a
level that most humans cannot perceive. As a prey animal,
equines are extremely sensitive to human emotions and
will respond in ways that convey genuineness, acceptance
DQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJ &KDQGOHU0LOOHU (YHQ
children who seem disinterested in the horses during a play
therapy session may perceive a meaningful relationship
with the horses. Many parents of these children report
that their child spent all week talking about the horses and
eagerly anticipating their next appointment despite little
time spent interacting in session.
/HYLQVRQ  EHOLHYHGWKDWFKLOGUHQFDQEHWWHU
relate to animals than toys alone. Unlike adults, children
do not process their world and experiences through
WDONLQJ&KLOGUHQPD\¿QGLWHDVLHUWRUHODWHWRDQHTXLQH
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with whom they do not need to speak, to be understood.
Additionally, the equine’s natural response to the child is
similar to the response of a peer, thus helping to anchor
WKHVHVVLRQLQUHDOLW\ $[OLQH %HFDXVHHTXLQHV
naturally embody the core qualities mentioned above, the
child is likely to feel safe, accepted and understood by the
animals. As children may feel safer using toys to share
feelings indirectly, a child may also choose to express
IHHOLQJVWKURXJKWKHKRUVH $[OLQH )URPWKHFKLOG¶V
interactions with the horse and the horse’s response to the
child, the therapist may gain meaningful insight into the
child’s perception of his or her world.

INCORPORATING EQUINES INTO
PLAY THERAPY
,Q(337WKHWKHUDSLVWPXVWKDYHGXDOFRPSHWHQF\LQ
both traditional play therapy and animal-assisted therapy.
3OD\WKHUDS\LQWKHRI¿FHFDQEHFKDOOHQJLQJRQLWVRZQ
but the introduction of horses into the therapy adds
complexity and ambiguity that a novice play therapist
may not be adequately prepared to handle. The PATH Intl.
&HUWL¿HG(TXLQH6SHFLDOLVWLQ0HQWDO+HDOWKDQG/HDUQLQJ
must not only be competent in working on the ground with
horses and understanding horses’ social behavior—there
LVQRULGLQJLQ(337²EXWDOVREHH[SHULHQFHGLQZRUNLQJ
with children. It is also crucial that the equine specialist
embody the core qualities for growth: being real, offering
warmth and caring acceptance and demonstrating sensitive
understanding in order not to inhibit the therapy process.
As play therapy can be stressful for the equines, one of the
equine specialist’s most important jobs is to monitor the
animals for stress and burnout.
Miniature horses are well suited for play therapy
for several reasons. As most children are smaller in
stature than adults, miniature horses are safer and less
threatening for children. Small ponies under 11 hands
may also participate in play therapy. The equine specialist
should carefully consider the size of the pony in relation
to the age and size of the child. The child should be able
to choose from several horses to interact with, varying
in color, gender, size and personality. Children may also
¿QGLWHDVLHUWRSOD\ZLWKPLQLDWXUHKRUVHVUDWKHUWKDQ
full-size horses. The equine specialist should make sure
to thoroughly desensitize the horses not only to any toys
used but also to the ways in which children may play
with the toys.
An appropriate play area is warm and welcoming
to the child and located in a private space where the
child can be free to make noise and not be seen by
onlookers. The therapist and equine specialist need to
FRQVLGHUKRZWR\VZLOOEHVWRUHGZKDWW\SHRIÀRRULQJ
will ensure comfort for child and horses, and in some
cases, temperature control. As the play area will be less
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controlled than an indoor playroom, the therapist and
equine specialist should evaluate the space for additional
KD]DUGV/DQGUHWK  UHFRPPHQGHGWKHLQFOXVLRQ
RIVSHFL¿FWR\VWRSURPRWHUHDOOLIHSOD\DFWLQJRXWDQG
aggression-release, creative expression and emotional
release. In addition, the therapist should also include
additional horsey toys and props through which the child
can relate to the horse such as brushes, a halter and lead
rope, horse-safe paint, horse costumes and horse puppets,
¿JXUHVHWF
The therapist needs to be well-versed in the use of
child-centered facilitative responses such as tracking
³WKHFKLOG V´UHVSRQVHVUHÀHFWLRQRIIHHOLQJUHWXUQLQJ
responsibility and encouragement. The therapist and
equine specialist should participate equally in providing
these facilitative responses. In addition, as the horses
are treated as group members, these responses should
be expanded to include tracking of the horse’s actions,
feelings and relationship with the child.
Finally, the therapist and equine specialist must be
prepared to set clear, rational limits intended to further the
WKHUDSHXWLFUHODWLRQVKLS /DQGUHWK 7KHWKHUDSLVW
may need to set limits that are not as easily foreseen as
WKRVHLQWUDGLWLRQDORI¿FHSOD\WKHUDS\
Together, the therapist and equine specialist must
be able to balance the needs of the child with the needs
of the equines. In order to create a safe and permissive
environment to promote free expression, the therapist
and equine specialist must differentiate between “poor
horsemanship” and a true breach of safety requiring
intervention. For example, if a child were to put the
halter on the horse incorrectly, the equine specialist will
intervene if the horse appears to be in any discomfort.
In contrast, if the equine specialist believes the horse
may act out, he or she will be prepared to intervene to
ensure the child’s safety and “equine's comfort.” Most
importantly, both the therapist and equine specialist
should recognize the horses’ nature as sentient beings
who, like the child, are self-directed and are able to offer
valuable contributions to the session.
In developing their relationships with equines in
their sessions, children can not only receive support and
nurturing, but they also have an opportunity to assert
themselves and set boundaries. The following case of
Samuel illustrates how providing children with a safe
place to set limits and stand up for themselves may help
them grow in gaining self-respect and self-expression in
play therapy. Nine-year-old Samuel came to play therapy
after experiencing sexual abuse. He was fearful of many
things in the play area, but most especially of the miniature
GRQNH\+HKDGVSHQWWKH¿UVWVHYHUDOZHHNVKLGLQJEHKLQG
his play therapist or equine specialist when Dazzle tried to
DSSURDFKKLP$W¿UVW6DPXHOGLUHFWHGWKHSOD\WKHUDSLVW
how to move Dazzle away from him.
Spring 2014, PATH International STRIDES

Over time, Samuel began to try to move Dazzle away
RQKLVRZQEHFRPLQJPRUHDQGPRUHFRQ¿GHQWLQKLV
ability to set his own boundaries and say “no” to things that
made him uncomfortable. When Samuel arrived for his
seventh play therapy session, he demonstrated how much
he had internalized this behavior. During this session when
Dazzle appeared around the corner of the barn, moving
slowly toward Samuel, he did not immediately hide.
Instead, Samuel took a step closer to his play therapist and
waved a hand in Dazzle’s direction quietly saying “shoo.”
When Dazzle didn’t respond, Samuel tried again. “Shoo!”
he said more loudly. He smiled proudly when Dazzle
changed direction and moved away from him. “I did it!” he
H[FODLPHG(YHQWXDOO\6DPXHOIRXQGZD\VLQZKLFKKHIHOW
safe to play with and nurture Dazzle.

REFERENCES

» $[OLQH9  Play therapy. Boston, MA:
»
»
»
»

»
»
»

+RXJKWRQ0LIÀLQ
&KDQGOHU&  Animal assisted therapy in counseling
QGHG 1HZ<RUN1<5RXWOHGJH
/DQGUHWK*/  Play therapy: The art of the
relationship1HZ<RUN1<%UXQQHU5RXWOHGJH
/HYLQVRQ%0  7KHGRJDVD³FRWKHUDSLVW´Mental
Hygiene, 46, 59-65.
0HOVRQ*) )LQH$+  $QLPDOVLQWKHOLYHVRI
FKLOGUHQ,Q$+)LQH (G Handbook of animal assisted
therapy: Theoretical foundations and guidelines for practice
UGHG  SS 6DQ'LHJR&$$FDGHPLF3UHVV
0LOOHU50  Understanding the ancient secrets of the
horse’s mind8QLWHG6WDWHVRI$PHULFD7KH5XVVHOO0HHUGLQN
Company.
1LHOVHQ-$ 'HOXGH/$  %HKDYLRURI\RXQJ
children in the presence of different kinds of animals.
Anthrozoos  
9DQ)OHHW5 7KRPSVRQ7  7KHFDVHIRUXVLQJ
animal-assisted play therapy. British Journal of Play
Therapy, 6, 4-18.

Hallie Sheade, MS, LPC, RPT, is currently a doctoral candidate in
counseling at the University of North Texas, pursuing research
in equine-facilitated psychotherapy (EFP). She is a licensed
professional counselor, a registered play therapist, a PATH Intl.
&HUWLÀHG5HJLVWHUHG,QVWUXFWRU(TXLQH6SHFLDOLVWLQ0HQWDO+HDOWK
and Learning (ESMHL) and the founder of Equine Connection
Counseling, PLLC, an EFP practice housed at the PATH Intl. Premier
Accredited Center Wings of Hope Equitherapy. She is trained
in child-centered play therapy and has worked extensively with
military families and at-risk youth. She can be contacted at hallie@
equineconnectioncounseling.com. Lindsay Box, MEd, LPC intern,
KDVEHHQZRUNLQJLQWKHÀHOGRI()3VLQFHDQGLVLQWKH
SURFHVVRIEHFRPLQJD3$7+,QWO&HUWLÀHG(60+/6KHKDVZRUNHG
extensively with military families and at-risk youth and can be
contacted at box.lindsay87@gmail.com.
21

