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GREAT Equine-Assisted Group Therapy Collaboration for Children a Big Success! 
Karyn O’Leary 

co-therapist of GREAT group, Gil Institute therapist 
 
Earlier this year, Gil Institute staff met with Katie Fallon of Bridle Paths (EAGALA certified equine-assisted 
program) to design a Saturday intensive equine-assisted group therapy process for children 7-11. We named the 
program Growth, Regulation, Empathy, and Advocacy Team: How horses and humans can learn from each other 
(GREAT) to reflect the goals of each group.  We hoped that this group experience would promote positive 
social/emotional growth, help kids regulate and express their emotions appropriately, foster empathy for others 
and themselves, and lead to clear and safe expressions of self-advocacy.   

This summer we conducted our first GREAT program session, with six children (and eventually their 
parents/caretakers for the final session) for 3 weeks and a total of 6 sessions. The children and their parents 
attended the group session at Katie’s equine program located in Leesburg.  Ms. Fallon is dedicated to helping 
children with disabilities, social and behavioral issues, and children with trauma backgrounds through her 
program. Gil Institute staff have referred some children to the equine program for individual therapy and we 
have also provided a collaborative group therapy program for teen girls.  

We invited a number of children in our group private practice and outside to attend this group. Katie and I 
created a curriculum which had the following goals: to help children define and understand physical and 
emotional boundaries; to help children with self-soothing and regulation; and help develop empathy and 
emotional connection, first to the horses, and then to each other. These goals are reached by providing the 
horses and children unique challenges and obstacles to overcome. Horses are stable and reliable relationship 
figures that present unique challenges for children, in that, they are very large and initially can elicit feelings of 
fear, yet they are also uniquely sensitive to emotions in humans. They seem to sense anxious emotions and 
incongruencies, and provide opportunities for children to approach them gently and slowly, until children are 
reassured that they are safe and can relax. As herd and prey animals, horses are powerful metaphors for human 
relationships and interactions. The children in our group this summer were able to observe the horses’ 
behaviors, and then build and utilize their relationships with the horses to address some of their struggles in the 
outside world.  

All of the children who participated in the program struggled with relational issues due to their past experiences. 
Initially, they were disorganized and guarded, and over time they became more relaxed and expressed feelings 
of surprise and joy as they learned to negotiate different obstacles, understand boundaries, and develop 
empathy for others through their interactions with the horses, and ultimately transferred the concepts they 
mastered in the ring, to their relationships with others in their lives. There were several children with 
dysregulated affect and behavior when they first entered the group. It was rewarding and exciting to see their 
confidence and focus emerge. It was clear that the children were able to grasp a sense of mastery and this 
increased their feelings of self-worth. They all seemed to work on their individual challenges and prosper.  

Partnering with Katie and her team of carefully-selected horses was by far one of the most enlightening 
professional experiences I’ve had. Having worked with traumatized children and families for many years, one of 
the most amazing sights for me was seeing a child in our group who has struggled to trust and regulate his 
rampant emotions, slowly put his hand on a horse and then lean in until his ear rested upon the horse’s chest. 
This kind of powerful interaction and synchronization confirmed for me the impact of our therapeutic equine 
program on children and their families.  
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The GREAT program will be running throughout the year and I am personally looking forward to partnering with 
Katie Fallon for another therapeutic group. If you are interested in hearing more about the group or wondering 
if your client might benefit from the group and need details, please feel free to call me and I will provide 
additional information about cost, location, and referral criteria:  

Karyn O’Leary, LCSW 
(978) 828-4101 
koleary@gilinstitute.com 
 

Many who participate in our program are subsidized by various local department of family services, as our 
practice is a vendor with several counties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


