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For my family, as for many families of participants with
disabilities, Maryland Therapeutic Riding (MTR), Inc.,
a PATH Intl. Premier Accredited Center in Crownsville,

MD, is a special place where incredible things take place. At
the core of this center are the equines whose generous and
patient support makes this progress happen. This community
provides a safe, welcoming and nurturing environment for
participants to grow and thrive. Participants receive the support
and encouragement they need from their appropriately certified 
professionals to make decisions and learn new skills. The
agents of growth are the horses who seem able to communicate
with their special human partners intuitively, without bias.

Charlie’s Progress
My own journey at MTR began over 10 years

ago. My brother Charlie, a middle-aged adult with
a cognitive disability, decided to try therapeutic
riding. Because he is non-verbal with very limited
communication skills, my brother faces many
challenges. When he started riding, his motor skills
were underdeveloped, and his balance was poor. He
was extremely shy and withdrawn. Because he lacked
communication skills, he was routinely denied agency.
He internalized the message that his voice didn’t matter,
leading him to become very passive and shut down.
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InspiringStory

A Family Affair

Charlie’s riding skills have progressed to the point where he is learning dressage and executing basic patterns.
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When Charlie first arrived at the farm, he avoided 
contact with people, as he was fearful of new situations.
He made no attempts to communicate despite knowing
some sign language and being able to make some sounds.
Ten years later he is a different person.   

When we arrive at MTR, Charlie smiles as he jumps
out of the car and races up to everyone he sees to say
hello, even if he doesn’t know them. Often, he will repeat
this greeting and add some verbalization. He loves being
around the horses and enjoys riding, where his skills have
progressed to the point where he is learning dressage
and executing basic patterns. His instructor, Linsey Erar,
skillfully layers the lessons so Charlie gains confidence 
while building communication skills with Carter, his
horse. Linsey structures sessions to provide Charlie with
agency, allowing him to make decisions about what he
wants to do.

 Charlie’s Transformation
Lessons are structured to help Charlie learn more

about his equine partners–from what they eat and how
they hear, to understand and respond to their body
language. Learning how to communicate with Carter has
given Charlie much needed self-confidence that has spilled 
over into his daily life. He is much calmer, more self-
assured and more sociable. His balance and motor skills
have improved. However, Charlie’s transformation is far
from unique. I have heard similar stories from other MTR
families who find the center’s nonjudgmental atmosphere 
provides a haven for participants to learn and grow.

My understanding of the power of MTR’s beneficial 
environment deepened with the pandemic. To minimize
personal contact, our family became his team, which
allowed his lessons to continue. My sister served as leader,
and I became his sidewalker. Although I had attended
lessons as an observer, having the opportunity to participate
in the lesson was an eye-opener. I was able to witness the
communication between Charlie and his horse, Carter, up
close. Charlie could simply steer one-handed, and Carter
knew exactly what Charlie wanted him to do. This kind
of communication seemed miraculous given the level of
Charlie’s disabilities. As I have come to understand, it’s
because equines are intuitive with no implicit bias that they
are able to break down all sorts of barriers.

I also have been serving as Charlie’s job coach as
he volunteers at MTR. Charlie has never had a real job,
volunteer or otherwise, so he has greeted each new
responsibility with a bit of nervousness as he took on
different tasks from sweeping the barn and cleaning stalls 
to watering the horses and filling hay bags. As he moved 
to a new chore, it took some time for him to master each
one and become comfortable. Engaging in these tasks

has helped him develop motor skills and gain confidence 
about taking on new responsibilities. His favorite ones are
wheeling the wheelbarrow and filling hay bags.  

 An Inclusive Community
Few of the volunteers have had contact with people

with disabilities before volunteering at MTR. What I
realized as I observed Charlie communicating with other
volunteers is that they find interacting with Charlie as 
rewarding for them as it is for Charlie. The volunteers
learn to appreciate different ways of being and knowing 
and come to understand how neurodiversity truly enriches
the human experience. When Charlie arrives at the center
now, he goes out of his way to share his enthusiasm for
MTR by greeting everyone he sees. His greetings, which
are non-verbal, are always received with smiles. Charlie
makes everyone’s day at the center a little brighter.

The staff and volunteers at MTR have painstakingly 
built a foundation for a thriving inclusive community.
They provide the vision, the skill and the energy to make
all members feel respected, valued and supported. Lindsay
and Carter have taught Charlie that his choices matter and
that they will listen to him. The MTR community taught
Charlie that his contribution as a volunteer mattered. Once
Charlie felt valued as a rider and a volunteer and member
of this special community, he was able to step out on his
own and make his voice heard.

Joan Chevalier is the sister of Charlie, an adaptive riding 
participant at Maryland Therapeutic Riding (MTR), Inc., a PATH 
Intl. Premier Accredited Center in Crownsville, MD. Charlie’s 
instructor, Linsey Erar, can be reached at linsey@mtrinc.org. 

When Charlie first arrived at Maryland Therapeutic
Riding, he avoided contact with people, but now he is

much calmer and more self-assured and sociable.


