
CHANGING LEADS
By Tamara Merritt and Caleb Bay
Photos courtesy of Hearts & Horses, Inc.

Changing Leads
is designed to help

youth who have
experienced great

hardship find
friendship, develop

trust and form
deep connections

by partnering
with a horse.



T
particularly rare for this rider and her classmates this year,

to providing opportunities for growth, connection and

youth at risk, especially in a time when behavioral health

Prevention Through Social
and Emotional Learning

Given the growing need for youth behavioral health

friendship, develop trust and form deep connections by

serve individuals with physical disabilities, the center
has, over time, expanded its services to meet the needs
of various populations, including military veterans,
adults with dementia and youth craving positive social

of the importance of engaging young people before
their emotional and mental health is most threatened.

accomplish exactly that.

positive relationships that impact many aspects of

Early adolescence is a key stage of development, making

to engage youth with numerous adverse experiences, can
therefore prevent or mitigate the impact of stressors and

reactionary interventions, prevention programs have an
array of immeasurable impacts on the individuals served

by reducing distractions in the classroom.

Why a School-Based Program?
While there are many important access points to

ensure youth receive needed mental and behavioral health

hours at school, often more than any other place—

counselors and teachers often have great insight into

from the program. When building a working relationship
with school districts, it is extremely helpful to identify

HEARTS & HORSES’
FULL-DAY SCHOOL PROGRAM
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and support certain “champions” within the school, who

strengthens as teachers, faculty and caregivers see the

lives, who report the students are more excited to go to
school, able to focus and likely to initiate conversation.

administration and caregivers ensure an open dialogue.

during their session and provides talking points to help

everyday life, instead of being distilled and isolated

Matching a student with
the same horse and volunteer

week after week assures the student
they are valuable and cared for, and

it gives them time to develop
meaningful connections.



learned in interacting with their horse, and the reach of
those lessons is that much farther through strong school
partnerships.

Program Structure

instructors host a graduation ceremony, to which students
invite family members, teachers and other supportive people
to celebrate what they accomplished and learned.

like the following:

Building consistency into the program helps students
feel comfortable and anticipate their responsibilities.

building trust and rapport because other relationships

mental and physical health outcomes for young people

volunteer and horse show up week after week assures
the student they are valuable and cared for, and it gives
them time to develop meaningful connections. In order
to match students with volunteers and horses that best set
them up for success, instructors meet with students at their
schools—a familiar setting—before the course begins

enables them to appropriately push students to grow while
making necessary accommodations.

in the process, helping them anticipate tasks and engage

have time with their horses, including catching horses in
the pasture, grooming and tacking before they work with
horses in the arena or on the trail, where activities reinforce

in the classroom again to report what they learned so their

to be referenced and integrated throughout working with
the horses and encourages students to take ownership of

responsibility and involving them throughout the session—

several ways.

invite students to consider competencies that accompany

these competencies in the classroom by doing a guided yoga

bring awareness to their body and practice paying attention
to their breath. In the arena, students can apply these skills
by regulating their breaths and energy levels to adjust the

their eyes and focuses on aligning their breath with the

instructors discuss how the skills practiced can transfer to

Program Assessment
and Feedback

of the day, they identify how they feel after working with
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designed evaluation tool that volunteers utilize to measure

was during spring 2021 when schools began to reopen
after a year of remote learning and other changes

preliminary research shows that rates of anxiety and
depression symptoms were three to four times as high

especially impacted by this dramatic increase in symptoms

reduction in depression symptoms for the students.

on witnessing a transformation in their students over the

school district to make creative adaptations to the standard
curricula that would ensure safety while maintaining the

Program Funding

feedback from evaluation tools helps secure funding and

other school districts sought partnerships of their own.

working with an array of districts can strengthen the

from grants and other donors to make the program

more attractive to grantors once established, especially
when organizations have data to demonstrate the

projects, so partnering with school districts and other

the advantages discussed above. Using these strategies,

relationships, resulting in a growing source of funding.

positively impacted thousands of young people through the

the lives of countless youth. In sharing this information, it
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