“There is something about the outside of a horse that is good for the
inside of a man.”
Despite the obvious shortcoming of this quotation regarding gendered
language and its restriction to the “outside” of a horse, Winston
Churchill did identify an elementary truth with his quip.
On Monday, 30th October, over 80 UBCO students and staff were
able to experience this truth first hand. It was, fortunately, the one day
of the week that was cold but sunny, so that we could all get together
in the ball-hockey arena behind the Purcell residence.
This morning was something of a trial-run for most of us. We were
invited to participate in the THRIVE week, a campaign to raise
awareness for mental health on campus.
While I, Annika Voeltz from Lightbulb-Coaching, have 20+ years of
experience working with horses and people in contexts of mental
health and other, and on three continents, my four horses are very
new to this. Born as wild horses on First Nation land, they almost didn’t
make it past their second birthday when their herd was culled. If it
hadn’t been for Second Chance Cheekye Ranch in Squamish, they
would now be horse meat. Many people aren’t aware of the fact that there are still many wild horses in
Canada; others imagine wild horses as rather mangy, unmanageable, ugly mustangs. But for me, the idea of
working with wild horses is an absolutely ideal scenario. I want people to learn from horses through their
unique, natural and uncontaminated way of communicating and living together as individuals in a herd. Who
better to take as experts than such wild horses who haven’t been spoiled by human attempts at ‘breaking’
them?
I have been very fortunate to have Frodo, Dobby, Lukas and Caspian with me since late August, and while
they have met many new people since then, our day on campus was certainly an unprecedented experience
for them. Of course, the same goes for UBCO. While students have been fortunate enough to have the BARK
initiative on campus, having horses on campus is - as far as we know - a completely new idea for Canadian
universities. While there were certainly a lot of details to take care of, it was amazing to see and feel how
welcoming and facilitating all of the involved staff were.
So then, after a lot of preparation and planning, we arrived. My horses, all my awesome volunteers, the
THRIVE team and me. And this was the real trial: would students show up? Without too much advertisement,
and being somewhat hidden behind the residence where no one would see us unless they came looking for us,
would they show up?
Yes, they did! They started coming a few
minutes before 10 am and many didn’t want to
leave until well after our allotted time. All
students started out with a Q&A time with me
where I shed a bit of light on the questions
about why I was here, where the horses came
from, and what we can learn from them about
relationships, mental health, communication…
Then the students went out to meet and greet
the horses and experience for themselves if
there is something about the horse that is good
for them.

What a day and what a great experience! Many of my volunteers (who all stayed way longer than they had
signed up for!!) remarked on how wonderful it was to just observe the atmosphere inside the arena. And even
better, the faces of the students coming out! I didn’t get to see that, but I was really happy and touched to read
the comments that they left:
I am convinced that there is still much more
that is good about a horse, inside and outside,
that is good for us. I have the horses and the
expertise, UBCO has the interest and the need
- we just need to figure out a way to get us
together on a regular basis. We do hope to be
back on campus before the year ends for

another “Meet and Greet” session, so that
more students can come out again or for the
first time. For now, our aim is to collect more
one-off experiences that we can use for
feedback and for our own learning, so that we
can apply for funding to integrate Horseassisted Education into the larger life of UBCO.
So if you are part of an existing group of
students that is planning a workshop, a
training, an experimental learning session, or
a development day, and you haven’t decided what exactly to fill that with - contact me to see if there is
something that we could do together. We would love to hear from you about what you feel your group needs
to be supported in and then I’ll give you some ideas about how me and my horses could step in.
One last comment: I like the Winston Churchill quote because it does state a very simple truth. But for an
academically inclined mind, it is also a sentence that begs more questions. What exactly is it about a horse that
is good for us? What would be the
preferred setting in which to bring horse
and human together to maximum effect?
Does a dog and a horse have different
effects on us? Yes, some research has been
published in the field of animal-assisted
intervention over the last 20 years, but
there is still a lot more yet to do. And where
better to start than at a university?
Wouldn’t it be amazing if UBCO became a
leader in matters of animal-assisted
intervention, pioneering research while at
the same time having students benefit from
the practical effects?

