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History 

Every three years, the FRDI undertakes a survey of education and training 

opportunities for instructors and therapists.  This survey is sent to all Full Members 

of the FRDI, as well as to universities and other institutions that have been 

identified as offering education or training, or both on a regular basis. 

 

The idea of attempting to collect this data was first introduced in 1985 at the fifth 

International Congress held in Milan.  At that time, eleven countries identified 

themselves as having some sort of training – in those days exclusively for 

therapeutic riding instructors.  It was decided that a survey should be undertaken to 

find out more about the training of therapeutic riding instructors.  The results were 

published in 1986.  Thirty-one surveys were sent out;  twelve countries responded. 

 

The FRDI decided to update this information periodically.   For the second edition, 

published in 1988, 19 responses were received.  The third edition was presented at 

the Eighth International Congress, held in New Zealand in 1994.   29 organizations 

responded, representing 21 countries.   At that time, the FRDI committed itself to 

offer a new edition of the Directory every three years to coincide with the 

International Congress. 

 

The Fourth Edition was presented at the 9
th
 International Congress held in Denver, 

USA in 1997.  There were 34 entries, representing 22 countries.  At the Congress, 

a Forum on Education and Training was held which attracted a large number of 

delegates from many countries.  Several ideas were discussed and consensus was 

reached on the importance of continuing to share ideas and expertise among 

nations by: 

 developing standards for therapeutic riding instructors 

 sharing educational materials such as text books, video tapes and articles 

 assessing the qualifications of therapists and instructors 

 

In response to these goals, the Fifth Edition (2000) of the Directory included for 

the first time information on the education and training offered specifically for 

therapists, as well as instructors.  Respondents were asked to list the chief books, 

articles and videos used in training both groups. There were 37  replies, 

representing 25 countries. 

 

Looking through the past five editions, we can see that training has come to 

include instructors and therapists, as well as other professionals working within 

their own fields such as psychiatrists, special educators, speech pathologists and 



others.  With each edition of the Directory, more variety appears in the approaches 

taken by individuals and organizations.    

 

This Edition 
The current, Sixth Edition of the Directory includes up-to-date information from 

31 organizations from 24 countries.  It also includes information from 12 

organizations that has not been updated from the 2000 edition. Taken together,  

this edition includes information from 42 organizations in 30 countries – by far the 

largest response we have ever had. 

 

Trends shown by analysis of the 2003 responses 

Professionalism:   The main thing shown by analysis of the 2003 responses is that 

the training received by both instructors and therapists is becoming increasingly 

well organized and thorough.  Standards are being created in many countries for 

the amount and type of education needed before an individual can be qualified as 

either instructor or therapist.   

 

Who is being trained?   The leading professionals receiving training are riding 

instructors, physical therapists, occupational therapists, and speech and language 

therapists.   Not far behind are people in the field of mental health:  psychiatrists, 

psychotherapists, and psycho-social rehabilitation specialists, to name a few.  

Special educators are often trained with instructors and/or therapists. 

  

“Cross-over” education:  There is evidence of a growing recognition that 

professionals in these different fields need comprehensive education about each 

other’s expertise.  For example, horse handlers need to fully understand how to be 

part of an equine facilitated mental health team;  therapists need to understand, by 

riding themselves, the sensations and movements that affect their clients during 

hippotherapy;  carriage drivers need to experience the limitations imposed by using 

a wheelchair or having limited range of motion in arms or trunk. 

 

In several countries, the same training is offered for all practitioners, which results 

in this cross-over of knowledge. 

 

Certification:   Years ago, there was no recognition of therapeutic riding specialists 

within either national therapy or national equestrian organizations.  That is starting 

to change, with some acknowledgement that equine activities such as hippotherapy 

require specialized training.   In my own country, the USA, there is an ongoing 

struggle to have treatment with the aid of the horse recognized as a legitimate form 

of therapy.  

 

The American Hippotherapy Association has developed an independent  national 

testing program for therapists, run by the Educational Testing Service.  Candidates 



must achieve 80% to pass the test.  The examination tests clinical skills as well as 

equine and disability knowledge.  Training workshops prepare applicants for this 

advanced qualification.  

Some other countries are moving towards a similar testing situation for therapists. 

 

For riding instructors, training is becoming increasingly comprehensive, usually 

requiring qualifications from the national equestrian federation as a starting point.  

More national therapeutic riding organizations are offering certification of 

instructors following examinations and there is growing interest in requiring 

evidence of ongoing education to retain certification. 

 

Training materials:  In response to the overall need for better training, more books 

are appearing, and video tapes are multiplying.  The current Directory has 

excellent examples of comprehensive bibliographies used for training courses. 

 

Terminology 
Terminology continues to evolve in the profession.  The terms “Therapeutic 

Riding” and “Riding for the Disabled,” used to cover a wide variety of activities 

that involve equines, are being replaced in some countries by terms such as 

“Equine Assisted Activities,”  “Equine Facilitated Mental Health,” or  “Equine 

Facilitated Therapy.”  In the USA we also have “Equine Experiential Learning” as 

a subset of the mental health approach.  The use of the term “hippotherapy” is now 

divided into various areas such as “classic hippotherapy,”  “developmental riding 

and vaulting,”  or “invitational hippotherapy.”   

 

It seems that we are in a period of rapid change in terminology, and there is as yet 

no consensus.   This needs to be clearly understood, and the current Directory 

contains examples of the evolving terminology.  

 

There continues to be a certain creative tension between instructors and medically-

oriented therapists and doctors regarding the claim of “therapy” or “therapeutic” 

effects for mounted activities.  This is reflected in the titles we have:  am I a 

“Therapeutic Riding Instructor” or an “Instructor of Equine Assisted Activities?”  

Is my physical therapist colleague a “Hippotherapist” or a “Therapist Utilizing 

Equestrian Activities?”   I wait with interest to see which terms will move into 

general use! 

 

It seems to me that a forum to attempt to reach international consensus on 

terminology should be part of the next Congress in 2006.  Meanwhile, the FRDI 

will do its best to provide information on decisions made within member countries 

as they wrestle with this dilemma. 

 



Conclusion 
The exciting aspect of the latest Directory is that training and education of 

therapeutic riding personnel, both instructors and therapists, has increased not only 

in the quality of the content of the educational offerings, but in the scope of these 

offerings. This, of course, means that therapeutic riding is becoming increasingly 

professional.  

 

 Several countries now have national organizations that certify both instructors 

and therapists involved in therapeutic riding.   

 There is a growing trend to establish national standards of practice and methods 

for certification.   

 Materials are better written, more available, and include increasingly well-

produced video components.   

 Sharing of power-point presentations and on-line materials for  academic 

courses will enable all of us to become better educated through sharing and on-

line opportunities.   

 There will always be a need for hands-on training and experience, but this too 

will benefit greatly from the ability to share expertise. 

 People are traveling to each others’ countries increasingly often to see and learn 

from those with long histories of excellence.    

 University-based courses are making sure that the next generation start out with 

a good basic understanding of the nature of therapeutic riding in its broadest 

sense.   

 Standards are rising.   

 Qualifications are coming to mean more.  People are thinking of themselves as 

professionals – whether they are paid for their work or not.    

 In more and more countries, both equestrian and therapy organizations are 

recognizing the work of their members in equine assisted activities and therapy. 

 

And finally all of this means that those who come to us for therapy, for mobility 

training, for rehabilitation, for improved self-esteem, for entry to sport and 

competition, or simply to feel better about themselves and get fit – all of these 

children and adults will be better served because we are becoming better trained, 

better educated, and, in a word, more professional about doing the work that we 

love so much! 
 

 


