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Horses for the Spirit
Healing through horseplay
By Jessica Santina, Sparks, NV
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Most of us learn our biggest life lessons through school, family, or our friends. Robbie Maus learned hers from horses. Since age three, Maus has turned to horses for comfort, and it's always worked. So she decided last year that others should try it, too.
It began last year when she moved to Sparks, where she works in a salon styling hair. "Even though I said I wouldn't get a horse until I had my own place, the first thing I did was get a wild horse!" she laughs. She had experience training horses, but none had prepared her for this new horse, Bella.

After bringing Bella home, it became pretty clear that she wasn't going to make things easy. "She was a total maniac!" recalls Maus. "There were times when I thought to myself, oh my God, what have I done?"

Maus soon learned about a natural horsemanship seminar that was taking place in town, and she decided to give it a try. Within three days, not only had Bella's behavior almost completely transformed, but Maus had learned quite a lot about herself, too. It was this personal transformation that most interested her, and made her want to share that experience with others.

The idea of natural horsemanship was developed as a training method by Pat Parelli. The Parelli method is based on the idea that horses are naturally prey animals, and humans are natural predators. Therefore it's not natural for humans and horses to get together. In order to work closely with a horse, you first have to understand how it thinks.

"Humans are direct. If we want a cup of coffee, we get one," Maus says. "But when horses want something, they don't approach directly. They'll walk a few steps, then stop and assess the situation. So when humans walk right up to them, horses see that as predatory and it freaks them out. In order to be effective with horses, you have to practice life skills like leadership, patience, perseverance, and communication to help the horse be confident with you. That's where the benefits are."

Maus started thinking about some of her salon clients, particularly the teens, who often just seemed lost. How great it would be, she thought, to get those teens together with horses. She shared that idea with others, and was put in touch with Melinda Blackwell, a teacher working at a local charter school, who, having had similar experiences with horses, also strongly believed in using horses to reach teens. So together, in May 2005, Maus and Blackwell officially formed their nonprofit organization, Horses for the Spirit.

The mission of Horses for the Spirit is two-fold. First, as President and the Director of Equine Management, Maus works with clients to develop natural horsemanship, and through it, essential life skills.

Second, therapists certified by the Equine Assisted Growth and Learning Association (EAGALA) facilitate patient therapy using horses. As Maus explains, many people who have trouble verbally expressing their thoughts and feelings will project them onto horses, so that the horse serves as a mirror. She illustrates this through one family's example.

"Outwardly, the family appeared functional and loving, and the therapist was having a hard time getting to the root of the problem," she explains. "So the therapist brought them to work with horses. The family was instructed to work together to get the horse to complete a jump in an arena--but they weren't allowed to touch the horse. It wouldn't do what they wanted, and the mom got frustrated, and started getting abusive with the kids. Her true character started coming out. So the therapy is used to get people to project things onto the horse."

Horses for the Spirit mainly focuses on at-risk teens, although Maus says anyone can benefit from working with horses. Groups have included women and students from a local charter school, and currently, they're working with a group from a therapeutic foster home. No matter who the group is, though, Maus sees horses doing extraordinary things for them.

"I don't know whether it's the size of the horses, or that horses just don't readily accept you, but you have to earn their respect, and that changes people. They really come out of their shells, and they just become like little kids out there. It brings them joy."

Maus' own Bella is now a regularly featured part of the program, along with several other horses. The staff, along with Maus and Blackwell, have earned Parelli and EAGALA certifications, and the board includes a therapist, a nurse, and a certified professional coach. But they're always looking for volunteers with a passion for horses or kids, to help with fundraising, marketing, grant-writing, administrative work, or even helping with the horses. And of course, donations are always welcome.

If you'd like to make a donation to Horses for the Spirit, or you're interested in learning more or observing a session, please visit www.horsesforthespirit.org
Jessica Santina is a Sparks-based freelance writer and an English instructor at the University of Nevada. Jessica is a passionate believer in rescuing animals from the pound. That's how she found her cat, Peanut, who "advises" Jessica on all her articles for PetFolio.
 
