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Abstract:  Interesting and innovative youth development programs 
are important to further youth education. Programs focused on 
developing leadership skills in youth, specifically at-risk youth, are 
important when thinking of the future of our communities. The 
primary purpose of the study was to determine the impact of an 
equine facilitated, authentic leadership program on at-risk youth. 
Youth participated in a three-day equine facilitated learning program 
based on authentic leadership with focus groups conducted three 
days before and three days after the program. In this article, we 
describe the development and methodology of the program and 
specific implications for practice. 

 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
John F. Kennedy (1917-1963) once said, “We must do all that we can to give our children the 
best in education and social upbringing-for while they are the youth of today, they shall be the 
leaders of tomorrow.” (The Giving Child Organization, 2014). In the past decade the number of 
public figures, celebrities, and corporations who were involved in corruption has shown that 
adults in leadership positions are not always the best role models for youth (George, 2003; 
Whitehead, 2009). Bell and Jenkins (1993, p.47) stated the following about youth populations, 
“the occurrence of violence, antisocial, and destructive behaviors has been far more prevalent 
[in at-risk youth mentors], which has resulted in the exposed youth learning and acclimating 
such values, behaviors, and norms. Negative behaviors demonstrated by adults have fostered 
youth to engage in the same behaviors.” When youth transition to adulthood, they perpetuate 
the same behaviors to the next generation (Hurd, Zimmerman, & Reischl, 2011; Zimmerman, 



Steinman, & Rowe, 1998). Unfortunately for youth in at-risk populations, positive influences 
may be few and far between.   
 
As expectations have changed, the role of mentoring and socializing youth has moved from 
primarily a parent’s duty to more of a shared role between parents, day-care workers, teachers, 
community members, and other youth workers. Many studies have shown (Grossman, & 
Tierney, 1998; Rhodes, 2002) proper socialization requires exposure to positive and 
constructive behaviors, yet research has continued to demonstrate a decrease in the availability 
and exposure of positive adult role models and support in the lives of adolescents (Whitehead, 
2009). If natural positive role models do not exist in the community or in home-life, then 
adolescents need to be directed elsewhere to find positive adult relationships to guide their 
maturation (Beck, 2005). A key indicator of this lack of positive role models is school discipline. 
Statistics regarding violence and discipline in schools have increased dramatically from 23% in 
1990 to 74% in 2010 (Aud, & Hannes, 2011). Even with intervention programs, negative 
behaviors among at-risk youth have continued to increase (Aud, & Hannes, 2011; Dryfoos, 
1990). Scholars and practioners have determined that the lack of positive parental or adult 
influence and support plays a large part in the increase of youth delinquency (Flannery, Singer, 
Williams, & Castro, 1998; Galambos, & Maggs, 1991; Hurd, et al., 2011; Mahoney, & Stattin, 
2000; McHale, Crouter, & Tucker, 2001; Pettit, Bates, Dodge, & Meece, 1999). 
 
Based on this research, the sample chosen for this study was middle-school aged boys living at 
Rodeheaver Boys Ranch. In the following paragraphs, the specifics of this research study will be 
explained.  
 
Rodeheaver Boys Ranch 
Rodeheaver Boys Ranch (RBR) was created by Homer Rodeheaver in 1950 to provide a 
“wholesome home environment with religious, educational, and vocational training for needy 
boys,” (RBR, 2013). Many of the boys come to RBR because of parental/guardian death, 
desertion, divorce, parental disability, or dysfunctional home situations. Boys range in age from 
6 to 18 years old. In 2010, it cost approximately $20,000 to support one boy for one year at 
Rodeheaver Boys Ranch (RBR, 2010). Boys admitted to the Ranch have not been adjudicated 
delinquent and are required to be mentally and emotionally sound (RBR, 2013). Boys are placed 
at the Ranch by parents, guardians, and/or youth counselors from all over the nation. The 
Ranch is a not for profit 501(c) 3 charity that does not receive any federal, state, or county 
funding. 
 
The participants at Rodeheaver Boys Ranch are taught authentic leadership skills using the Bill 
George Model (George & Sims, 2007), which is described below. 
 
Authentic Leadership 
Authentic leadership, specifically Bill George’s Model (George, & Sims, 2007), was chosen 
because of its ease of understanding. The five dimensions of authentic leadership include: 
pursuing purpose with passion, practicing solid values, leading with heart, establishing enduring 
relationships, and demonstrating self-discipline (George, 2003). An authentic leader is a 
genuine person who is true to themselves and to what they believe.  Authentic leaders are their 
own people, go their own way, and do not always let others guide what they do. Yet, these 
types of leaders are more concerned about serving others than they are about their own 
success or recognition.  Authentic leaders are constantly looking for ways to grow personally 
and develop genuine connections with others and encourage trust.  Finally, they are able to 
motivate people to high levels of performance by empowering them to lead (George, & Sims, 



2007). This study hoped to be an effective framework for the creation of a leadership workshop 
for at-risk youth. The George Model (2007) provided the theoretical framework for this study 
and leads to a description of the equine facilitated learning model, which was the model used to 
educate youth on authentic leadership.  
 
Equine Facilitated Learning  
Ewing, MacDonald, Taylor, and Bowers (2007, p.60) described equine facilitated learning (EFL) 
as “an experiential methodology that uses a “hands-on” approach.” Smith-Osborne and Selby 
(2010, p. 292) reported, based on recent theoretical and empirical literature, that the following 
psychosocial effects have been found in children and adolescents who participated in equine-
assisted activities (EAA): “socialization and companionship, self-esteem enhancement, 
improvement in personal space/boundary issues and other attachment-related problems, 
reduction in emotional blunting and incongruence, and improvement in meta-cognition and 
reflectivity,” (Karol, 2007; Roberts, Bradberry, & Williams, 2004; Rothe, Vega, Torres, Soler, & 
Pazos, 2005; Saunders-Ferguson, Barnett, Culen, & TenBroeck, 2008;  Schultz, Remick-Barlow, 
& Robbins, 2007). Smith-Osborne and Selby (2010, p. 292) also stated, from earlier literature, 
“EAA could have psychosocial benefits in the following areas, not specified by population: self-
confidence, self-esteem, self-concept, interest in learning/motivation to participate in 
hippotherapy, improvement in attention span/concentration/listening skills, spatial awareness, 
and verbal skills (MacKinnon, Noh, & Laliberte, 1995a; MacKinnon, Noh, Lariviere, MachPhail, 
Allen, & Laliberte, 1995b; Saunders-Ferguson, et al., 2008). 
 
For the purposes of this study, researchers worked with the middle school population (ages 12-
15 years old) at Rodeheaver Boys Ranch. With this population, the researcher was able to 
create a program, using the horses already present at RBR, to teach authentic leadership based 
on Bill George’s Model (2007). Using George’s model (2007), the researcher hoped to find a 
new way to educate at-risk youth about authentic leadership, using equine facilitated learning.  
From this study, the researcher hoped to provide information in this new, innovative area that is 
lacking quality research. 
 

Evaluation Methodology 
 
Purpose and Questions 
The purpose of the program was to increase the authentic leadership knowledge in participants. 
Specifically, the study addressed five objectives: 

1. Determine the impact of the equine-facilitated authentic leadership development program 
on participants’ perceptions of relationships, 

2. Determine the impact of the equine-facilitated authentic leadership development program 
on participants’ perceptions of self-discipline, 

3. Determine the impact of the equine-facilitated authentic leadership development program 
on participants’ perceptions of purpose, 

4. Determine the impact of the equine-facilitated authentic leadership development program 
on participants’ perceptions of values, and 

5. Determine the impact of the equine-facilitated authentic leadership development program 
on participants’ perceptions of heart. 

 
Population 
The theoretical population of this study was at-risk youth regardless of age, race, gender, or 
living situation. However, it is recognized that each at-risk youth has a unique situation that 



may impact and differ from the data discovered in this study. A purposive sample was chosen 
based on the size of the age groups and the at-risk qualifiers of the population. Boys ranged in 
age from 12 to 15 years old and were in grades 6-8 at a Florida middle school. There were 
multiple ethnicities represented with the majority being White.  
 
Evaluation Instruments 
This mixed-method case study design used participant observation, focus groups, and three 
quantitative questionnaires to address the objectives of the study. Focus groups were 
structured with researcher-developed question protocol, which were deemed acceptable by a 
panel of experts (see appendix). A researcher-developed questionnaire was used to determine 
the “Level of Comfort” participants felt around horses, which was deemed acceptable by a panel 
of experts (see appendix). A researcher-developed demographics survey was used to collect 
demographic information from participants. The final instrument was the Authentic Leadership 
Questionnaire developed by Avolio, Gardner, and Walumbwa (2007). The researcher developed 
educational activities (with horses) to teach authentic leadership knowledge and skills, 
described previously.  
 
A formal review of this study by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) preceded any data 
collection. The IRB-02, at the University of Florida, reviews non-medical researcher proposals 
for ethical soundness. The IRB approved the research proposal and assigned an IRB protocol 
number 2012-U-0745. 
 
The Program 
The equine facilitated learning program consisted of five sessions implemented over five days, 
with a total of fourteen hours of participation (including lunch and breaks). The program took 
place at the Rodeheaver Boys Ranch Horse Unit. All participants lived at Rodeheaver Boys 
Ranch, but none of the participants had a direct role at the Horse Unit. The Horse Unit 
consisted of a barn, multiple pastures, a large round pen, and multiple horses (7-10). The 
round pen is where six of the activities took place and another two activities taking place in the 
barn. The facilitator implemented six of the eight activities, and the horse unit director 
facilitated two of the activities.  
 
Assistants to the program included: the horse unit director, the assistant to the director, five 
older boys who were assigned to the horse unit, and a professional with a doctoral level degree 
in leadership education. The assistants to the program helped the facilitator with logistics and 
overall management of the program. At one point, the horse unit director facilitated activities, 
‘squeaky clean’ and ‘measuring,’ to keep the program running quickly and smoothly. When any 
incidents arose, such as injury or an altercation between participants, the assistant to the 
director would take the boys aside and make sure they were taken care of without interrupting 
the program. The horse unit boys were in charge of getting the horses to and from the round 
pen and assisting the researcher as an “extra set of eyes” for safety. Finally, the leadership 
professional assisted in the administration of the questionnaires and to ensure the facilitator 
was assisted, when needed, with reflection questions. The leadership professional was only 
present on the first day of the program. All other assistants were present all three days of the 
program. 
 
Each of the sessions covered a different aspect of George’s Authentic Leadership Model (2003): 
relationships, self-discipline, purpose, values, and heart. The activities were determined by the 
researcher and were collected from multiple Equine Facilitated Learning guides (EAGALA, 2012; 
Mandrell, & Mandrell, 2008). The established activities were selected for their fit to the desired 



outcome. The manuals used were titled: Fundamentals of EAGALA Model Practice Untraining 
Manual, Seventh Edition (EAGALA, 2012) and Champions Curriculum-EAP Group Curriculum for 
At-Risk Adolescents, Third Edition (Mandrell, & Mandrell, 2008).  
 
Before participants were introduced to the horses, the horse unit director completed a safety 
demonstration with each participant. During this safety demonstration, participants were 
informed about how to safely work with horses, what the dangers were, where the danger 
zones for horses were, and how to interact properly with the horses while keeping safety in 
mind. The sessions were videotaped to allow the researcher to review each session for program 
evaluation purposes. Each session is covered in depth in the following sections.  
 
It is important to note that activities involving horses should not be done by practioners without 
previous horse experience and/or training. It is also important to have multiple assistants in the 
ring and on hand in the case of an emergency and to act as supplementary “eyes” for the 
safety of participants and horses. 
 

Activities 
 
Each activity was created using the EAGALA manual (EAGALA, 2012) or the Champions 
curriculum (Mandrell, & Mandrell, 2008). See Appendix for a timeline of activities and complete 
activity descriptions. 
 
“Catch and Halter” 
This activity was chosen to display relationships based on the interactions with the horses and 
the partners. The facilitator believed that once the boys were tasked with catching and haltering 
a horse, the act of creating a relationship, with the horse and their partner, would develop. 
Some horses would be easy to catch while others would be difficult. Each event would give the 
facilitator opportunities to solicit reflection based on relationships and the events. 
 
“Extended Appendages” 
This activity was chosen to display relationships based on the interactions with the horses and 
the groups. The facilitator believed that during the activity, participants would be required to 
form relationships with their group or risk not completing the task. The facilitator knew the 
horses may be difficult to catch because of the fact that four boys were linked and coming 
towards them. This may be scary to the horse. This fear response could result in the horse 
walking or running away from the group, this action would require the boys to practice 
teamwork and relationship building to solve the problem and complete the task. Also, having to 
rely on one another for direction helped to build a relationship between the boys.  
 
“Life’s Little Obstacles” 
This activity was chosen to display self-discipline based on the interactions with the horses, 
temptations, rules, and group members. The facilitator believed that during the activity, the 
boys would see the horses choosing feed or another temptation over listening to instruction. 
The facilitator would then use the horses’ distraction as a base for reflection questions to solicit 
the links between the horses’ temptations and the boys’ temptations at home or school, etc. 
 
“Circularelations” 
This activity was chosen to display purpose based on the interactions with the horses, 
conflicting instructions, rules, the other group, and group members. The facilitator believed that 
when the boys received conflicting instruction, it would immediately create conflict between the 



groups. Instead of immediately dissipating the conflict, the facilitator would allow the boys to 
disagree a bit to solicit a request for help. Once the boys asked for help, the facilitator would 
use that time to ask about each group’s ‘purpose’ and lead the reflection from there.  
 
“Creactivity” 
This activity was chosen to display value building based on the interactions with the horses, 
friendly competition, the other group, and group members. The facilitator believed that during 
the activity, providing a competition would encourage the boys to determine if they valued 
winning or succeeding at a task more. Creating this internal conflict between creating a task so 
difficult no one could do it or winning the game would provide for good reflection on the 
thought process. This reflection would allow the boys to draw the link between having differing 
values amongst the same goals. 
 
“Squeaky Clean” 
This activity was chosen to display value building based on the interactions with the horses, 
partner interaction, and determining the meaning of “squeaky clean.” The facilitator believed 
that having the pairs agree on the determination of “squeaky clean” would solicit a discussion 
about why the boys may not agree. This discussion would lead to a reflection about how 
people’s ideas or values of things may be different but neither is necessarily wrong.  
 
“Fear Factor” 
This activity was chosen to display heart based on the interactions with the horses, the 
element of fear for the horse, and group interaction. The participants had become attached to 
the horses so the facilitator believed that soliciting a fear response from the horse would solicit 
empathy in the boys. The facilitator believed that once the horse was scared, the boys would 
ask that the assistants stop scaring the horse by taking the bag away. Once this request was 
made, the facilitator would link the fear in the horse and the want for it to stop, to the boys’ 
daily interactions; showing the boys that empathy and heart happen all around them. 
 
“Measuring” 
This activity was chosen to display heart based on the interactions with the horses, the 
ordering activity based on size, and group interaction. The facilitator believed that having the 
boys specifically order the horses by size would solicit discussion about what makes one horse 
bigger or smaller than the others. During this discussion the facilitator would use the actual 
measurements to show that size can be deceiving. Once the actual sizes were given, the 
facilitator would solicit reflection about how this can happen in day to day life, showing the boys 
that it is hard to determine one thing as being bigger, smaller, better, or worse, than another 
thing without proper investigation. 
 

Evaluation Results 
 
Overall, the focus groups showed an increase in knowledge of most of the elements of the 
George Model (2007). The depths of thought increased from preprogram focus groups to post 
program focus groups but it is not definitive that the participants understood purpose, values, 
or heart, completely. 
 
Programmatically, the focus groups ran fairly well. For the age group, 12-15 years old, the 
conversation was as expected. The decision to do focus groups, instead of individual interviews, 
was to encourage a conversation, not just a question and answer session. There were two 
groups of seven to nine boys each and this may have been too many boys in one session. The 



boys would sometimes answer based off each other saying, “yeah, that’s what I think too,” and 
at other times they would discourage answers from the quieter boys in the group saying, “that’s 
stupid” or “that’s not even real.” When working with this age group in the future, it is suggested 
to make the focus groups smaller, four to five youth maximum.  
 
When going through the transcriptions, there was not as rich of detail as anticipated. The 
answers were very short, one word or a short sentence, not very much elaboration on each 
topic. The age group of the participants may have contributed to the lack of detail during the 
focus groups. The field notes were imperative as there was a lot the transcriptions did not catch 
due to background noise and crosstalk. It was also important that that the researcher was 
present during all sessions to have memory to reflect on about how the boys were 
communicating, verbally and nonverbally. 
 
The similarities and differences in themes from the focus groups helped explain why there was 
a change in the preprogram ALQ and the post program ALQ data. The participants showed 
knowledge on a basic level, preprogram, regarding the four components of the Authentic 
Leadership Questionnaire [ALQ] (Avolio, et al., 2007): transparency, ethical/moral, balanced 
processing, and self-awareness. This introductory knowledge may have accounted for the 
minimal change in the mean scores from the ALQ data. 
 

Conclusions 
 

A holistic review of the results from both segments of this study demonstrated the program was 
successful in regards to the objectives of educating youth about authentic leadership. The 
following conclusions were drawn with the understanding that due to the selection process of 
participants, a purposive sample of middle-school age boys from Rodeheaver Boys Ranch, the 
generalizability of the conclusions and recommendations should be carefully considered.  
 
The participants showed knowledge on a basic level, preprogram, regarding the four 
components of the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ) (Avolio, et al., 2007): 
transparency, ethical/moral, balanced processing, and self-awareness. This introductory 
knowledge may have accounted for the small amount of change from pre to post program. 
Also, Barnett (2013), an expert in youth development, found a lack of initial learning gains 
during at-risk programming when evaluating post program. She (2013) found, during her many 
program implementations with the Children, Youth, and Families At-Risk Program (CYFAR), at-
risk youth need time to process the information they receive during programming, so evaluating 
immediately after a program may lead to skewed or no results. With this in mind, the 
researcher consulted with the horse unit director to determine if the participants showed an 
increase in leadership overall. The horse unit director reported positive changes in the boys and 
stated they still talk about the program and how much fun they had, five months post program. 
  
The fact that the program focused on the five dimensions of the George (2007) model and the 
ALQ focused on four different dimensions must be taken into account when reviewing the 
quantitative data. Developing a program that focuses on the four dimensions of the ALQ would 
make the results from the ALQ questionnaire more relatable. In regard to the ALQ, previous 
research (Avolio, et al., 2007; Gardner, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2005b; Gardner, & Schermerhorn, 
2004) has focused on adults. The questions in the ALQ are geared more towards adults; this 
leads the researcher to believe that some of the questions may have been too advanced or 
abstract for the participants in this study. Future studies could use a modified ALQ created for 



youth. Vice versa, creating a questionnaire/ instrument to test the five dimensions of the 
George (2007) model would make evaluating the program more effective. 
 

Recommendations for Practice 
 

Based on the results of this study, there are several recommendations for programs that seek 
to teach authentic leadership skills using equine facilitated learning methods. While this study 
was focused on the at-risk population, specifically Rodeheaver Boys Ranch, these 
recommendations may be applied to other programs of similar function and structure.  
 
It is recommended to perform a pre and post program questionnaire based on the dimensions 
being taught during the program to determine the impact the program may or may not have on 
the participants. Collecting data regarding the ALQ and Level of Comfort was very important in 
determining the efficacy of the program. It is also recommended to work with smaller groups at 
a time. Sixteen, middle-school age boys was too many for this program; the participants not 
actively engaged with the activity were left to their own devices. It is suggested to maintain 
small groups, preferably a maximum of four to five at one time. It may be beneficial for older 
age groups to observe others during activity, but that is inconclusive due to the population of 
this study. Having multiple program assistants to help with the logistics of multiple horses is 
recommended. The facilitator should be processing the events consistently so having someone 
to exchange horses and retrieve props is advised. One area of interest was that the boys filling 
out the questionnaires (preprogram) were more worried about getting to interact with the 
horses than filling out the questionnaires. The distractions may have caused skewed results for 
the quantitative data. In hindsight, it is suggested to have a specified, focused time for the 
questionnaires to be filled out, away from distraction, if questionnaires are utilized. 
 
In regards to the activities, it is suggested to adapt the exercises based on attentiveness of the 
participants. If the facilitator seems to lose the participant focus, it may be time to move on to 
the next activity. After lunch on the second day, the participants were very inattentive. The lack 
of focus and attention is a reason it is suggested to have smaller groups so there are not 
observers, only active participants. Programmatically, it is suggested to work in shorted time 
periods with younger age groups. Eight hours of programming was too long and the quality of 
the program was negatively impacted. For the ‘purpose’ dimension, the results from the focus 
groups showed a decrease in self-perception. With this in mind, it is advised to revisit the 
efficacy of the particular activity associated with that session. It is also recommended to get 
feedback from the participants, within reason. Learning participant expectations may help the 
facilitator create a more effective program. Equine facilitated programs can be implemented in 
various lengths. If a program is brief and does not consist of in-depth theories, it could be 
implemented in one afternoon. If the program, such as this, covers a more in depth theory, it 
can be implemented over the course of days or even weeks. When developing this particular 
program, the researcher created outlines for 3-day programs to 7-week programs and much 
iteration in between. Depending on the time frame and the depth of theory involved, future 
programmers can adapt the program length as needed.  
 
This study can be categorized as a life-skill development program or a prevention program for 
at-risk youth. Providing youth with leadership skills is important in life-skill development and 
may also help prevent these pre-adjudicated youth from offending in the future. In regard to 
risk and protective factors, this program is a protective factor, in that it provides youth, skills 
necessary to succeed in the future and overcome their many risk factors. In the future, youth 
workers, program developers, educators, and many other professional may use equine 



facilitated learning programs for life-skill development, prevention, intervention, and/or 
diversion programs. While logistically it is difficult, an equine facilitated learning program can be 
used in rural and urban settings. Gang intervention and prevention programs could benefit from 
this type of program because it takes the participants out of their comfort zone and provides 
the large, physical attributes of the horse as facilitators. Instead of being able to “push” the 
facilitator around, more aggressive participants have to act in response to the horses. Other 
populations that could benefit from these types of programs include: adults, corporations, youth 
organizations, academia, and many others. The adaptability of equine facilitated learning 
programs lends itself to work in many situations, with proper training. 
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