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When a student arrives for a horse therapy 
session at Dusty Dreams, everything starts 
from scratch. fie horses graze peacefully in the 
pasture. Bridle, saddle and grooming tools wait 
neatly in the tack shop.

 “All my students have to help in some degree to 
get the horse ready to ride,” says Rheta Conner. “I 
don’t have the horse ready for any of the students; 
they have to help do that.” 

Not only are students required to help get the 
horse ready, they have to give the recreational 
therapist directions on where the horse goes and 
what it does during the ride. When it’s over, they 

help remove the saddle and put the horse back out 
to pasture.

According to Conner, this disciplined process 
helps her students—many of whom work to 
overcome autism, Downs Syndrome and other 
conditions—move towards being independent. 
“fie more you let students do the work, the more 
independent they can become.”

For most people, there are plenty of places to 
go for self-improvement. For individuals with 
disabilities, the list gets narrow.

One approach earning merit today is horse 
therapy, which is what Conner oTers at Dusty 
Dreams, located just north of Fort Wayne, 
Indiana. Operated and owned by partners Max 
Parroff and Conner, Dusty Dreams has 27 acres 
and 8 very accommodating horses.

“Horses seem to have a sixth sense,” says 
Conner. “fiey don’t get upset with people with 
disabilities. fiey seem to understand and have 

patience. fiey’re a great teaching tool for 
a lot of individuals.”

It’s no accident Dusty Dreams has become 
reality. Conner loves horses and has been around 
them since she was 13. It was then that she and her 
twin sister convinced their mom to get a horse. fie 
twins saved their money from part-time jobs and 
tnally got Sandy, a small buckskin quarter horse, 
for $125 with saddle.

Years later, in 1996, Conner began working 
with the Red Cedar Center, an organization run 
by Parrot that assisted people with disabilities. It 
was here that Rheta not only discovered she had a 
gif for helping others, but also that she could do so 
using horses. 
Create expeCtations. In 2001, Conner and 
Parrot teamed up to purchase the Dusty Dreams 
farm, upgrading the cabin where they now live 
and adding a horse barn, arena, riding trails, and 
obstacle course. fiey established a relationship 
with Meaningful Day Services (MDS), which 
is based near Indianapolis. MDS sends Dusty 
Dreams clients for recreational therapy, which in 
broad terms uses what most of us consider leisure 
activities as a treatment tool.

“fie goal is to teach students how to do things 
diTerently and enjoy life,” says Conner. “You can 
take a game or a horse or anything and bring about 
change.”

Conner, who has degrees in accounting, business 
administration and recreational therapy, says all her 
clients are a liffle bit diTerent in how they respond 
to the treatment. “We use horse therapy sessions 
to bring out the abilities, not the disabilities,” she 
says. “Many older individuals with disabilities 
have learned helplessness because they have had 
somebody do everything for them all of their lives. 
fiey may try harder not to do something than to 
do it, like brushing and grooming a horse.”

She says that for a child with a disability, it’s 
always best to start them oT young to learn to do 

Abilities

(Left, top) Student Jeffrey Minch prepares for a ride. (Left, below) Rheta Conner.
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