The goal of the participant: finding out what our participants want from their time with RDA
There was a space on the pilot version of the Tracker form where the coach was supposed to record the ‘Participant’s goal’. In fact, the rider’s goal was rarely noted and coaches routinely recorded their own goal for the participant. Sometimes a single goal was applied to a whole school group e.g. ‘to pass grade 1 proficiency.’ Some goals related to physical change, for instance ‘to improve coordination’ and quite a few goals related to behaviour change e.g. ‘to sit quietly and pay attention.’  

I took care with the revised Tracker to clarify that the assessor should note what the participant wanted to get out of coming to RDA. The more explicit wording resulted in goals such as, ‘to go fast on a horse’ or ‘to get close to a pony’. However, it is unusual to find evidence that the goal has been reviewed with the participant e.g. ‘Luke says he can go fast on ‘Gypsy’ since he learned to trot.’

Asking a participant what s/he hopes to get from riding is the first step in providing a participant centred service. Unless we later check if a goal has been or is likely to be met we undermine the worth of asking about it in the first place.
It takes time to engage with participants as individuals and surmount communication difficulties; is it worth taking the time to discover what motivates a young rider? One small boy told his coach that he wanted to be the cowboy in the Marlboro advert. She could have spent a term telling the boy, who struggled to sit up, to sit up straight. Instead she and his helpers encouraged him to be the cowboy and he reminded himself to sit tall.
Research shows that people achieve more when they are encouraged to work towards a goal. When we help a participant to be clear about what they want and show how to build a bridge to it we model an important life lesson. When people ask us what our goal is and check that we feel we are moving toward it, we feel we have been heard, taken seriously and that it matters to the other person because it’s important to us. Of course, we can’t always have what we want and that is another important life lesson! However, providing our participants with choices and control wherever possible is at the centre of recent policy changes in Special Educational Need and Disability (SEND) provision.  
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