
Stratford RDA 

Tracking the Magic 

My name is Emma Bayliss and I am the Tracker                  

Co-ordinator at RDA National Office. I have spent the 

past year talking to groups about why they should 

implement the Tracker and what a great idea it is so 

after spending a morning at Stratford RDA and seeing 

the difference they make to their riders,  I decided it 

was time to practise what I preach and start the 

Tracker as if I am a volunteer at their group. This would 

benefit the group and myself as it gives me an insight 

into the challenges groups face when starting new 

projects and inspiring their volunteers. Luckily for me, 

Donna and the team at Stratford are very organised 

and had the exact riders in mind for me to start 

tracking.  

I was introduced to Billy, aged 4 and Leah, aged 5. Billy 

is undiagnosed in his condition at the moment but is 

showing signs of Cerebral Palsy. Leah has a genetic 

condition called Fragile X, which is a common cause of 

learning disabilities. Both Leah and Billy’s parents were 

happy to chat to me about their conditions and their 

views on RDA sessions.  

 

Billy aged 4 

It was suggested by a physio for Billy to start riding to 

enable him to improve his head and neck strength. He 

currently walks with two sticks and is verbal but quite a 

quiet boy. During his first session he was reluctant to 

go near the pony and engage with the coaches or 

volunteers. He seemed intimidated by the pony and 

refused to ride.  

Stratford RDA 
 

Stratford RDA operates 

as a registered charity 

established in 1968. They 

rely solely on voluntary 

help, fundraising and 

donations to deliver their 

services. They have an 

army of volunteers to run 

the activities for the group 

and to help fundraise.  

 

They provide support to 

adults and children so if 

you have a disability then 

Stratford RDA could offer 

you an opportunity to 

meet new friends and 

enjoy yourself, as well as 

enjoying the therapeutic 

benefits that horse riding 

can offer.  

 

All of their sessions are 

tailored to suit individual 

riders with lessons being 

overseen by qualified 

instructors and assisted 

by volunteers who are all 

specially trained to work 

with people who have 

special needs. 

 

 



His scores on the Tracker reflected this with a series of ‘1’ 

throughout all the sections. On his second session, he became 

more confident in his connection with his pony Marco, and 

managed to stroke him and remain close to him. By his third RDA 

session he was on board and had the support of his Mum walking 

round with him to give him a confidence boost.  

This was a turning point for Billy and since then he has looked 

forward to his sessions.  I tracked him again on his fourth session. 

He happily mounted his pony Marco via the ramp. He had 

sheepskin on his saddle to make it more comfortable for him and 

was assisted by two side walkers. He happily held the reins for 

the first time on the correct colour band on the rein and did 

exercises such as hands on his head, pointing to Marco’s ears and 

tail and touching his toes. He also gave verbal commands such as 

‘whoa Marco’ and ‘walk on Marco’ He pointed out the letters and 

symbols at the side of the school and knew his left and right.  

His scores were much higher this time and predominantly mid 

range. I tracked him again so soon as his change was so extreme 

from week one.  

 

Billy was excited to get on board Marco for his third and final 

assessment eight weeks later. He was quite tired as he had an 

early start that morning having attended gait analysis. Despite 

this, he showed an improvement in his core strength and even 

though he rides without stirrups to try to encourage his legs to 

stretch down, he shows remarkable balance. The Coaches had 

planned a Countryside Challenge session for the group with a 

variety of obstacles to tackle. Billy showed excellent balance and 

range of movement as he posted letters in a letter box, Easter 

eggs in a bucket, navigated ‘duck ponds’ and ‘wonky roads’  

The RDA Tracker is a tool 

for measuring change 

delivered through RDA 

activities. It consists of 

an assessment pad and 

a secure website and is 

FREE for all RDA Groups.  

Change is measured in 

six different areas. 

These areas are 

communication, physical 

changes, horsemanship, 

relationships, 

confidence and 

enjoyment.  

Results are printed out 

in a rosette format and 

can be presented to 

clients, sponsors, family, 

schools and Ofsted to 

demonstrate the value 

of RDA activities. 

 

 

RDA TRACKER 



and opened a gate. He also demonstrated excellent voice commands to Marco and was happy to 

chat to us about his new car seat in his Mum and Dad’s car. His relationship building and 

communication scores were vastly improved on his last assessment.  

 

 

Leah aged 5 

Leah has been watching her brother ride at Stratford for a while so was relatively unfazed by the 

close proximity of her pony Keira. On her first session, she mounted from the ramp and sat with a 

strong seat. She had two side walkers on hand and a leader and took confidence from them being 

there. Leah was very quiet with no attempt to verbally communicate with the pony, coaches or 

sidewalkers. She did however have a big smile for us which showed she was relaxed and enjoying 

herself. Her Tracker scores ranged from 1-2 with enjoyment and confidence being the highest score. 

 

 

His horsemanship skills had improved too 

and he held his hands beautifully using 

excellent riding aids. His seat was also secure 

and he sat tall and central on Marco. 

His scores in all areas showed improvement. 

Billy’s Dad informs me that it was his Physio 

who suggested riding would be a suitable 

activity for Billy to do as it would help him 

with his muscle strength and leg relaxation.  

Billy has come a long way from being the boy 

who was reluctant to go near a horse to the 

confident, content little jockey he is 

becoming today. 



 

 

 

 

After her session I was told by her Mum that she had stood up in front of her class at school and told 

them about Keira and how she asks her to ‘walk on’. This is a huge milestone for Leah in terms of 

confidence and communication and proves what RDA sessions can do for a person outside of the 

riding environment. Leah’s Tracker scores his week were all 3’s and 3+. Leah is a great 

representation of how improving in one area such as communication can impact on other areas such 

as horsemanship and show an all-round improvement.  

Leah’s third and final assessment astounded me with the level of improvement shown.. The Coaches 

had planned a Countryside Challenge course for her tackling a variety of obstacles ranging from 

posting letters in a letter box, Easter eggs in a bucket, navigating ‘duck ponds’ and ‘wonky roads’ and 

opening a gate. She was excited to ride Keira and immediately held the reins correctly once on-

board. Her riding aids were impressive with both leg aids and good steering happening at the same 

time. Her dexterity was great in handling small objects such as easter eggs and a letter, she also 

showed how her balance had improved by leaning over the side of Marco to reach the obstacles.  

Leah’s second visit was just as enjoyable for 

her and she made an attempt to 

communicate with the sidewalkers and was 

happy to pat Keira at the end of the ride and 

attempt to run her stirrups back up. During 

her third session she held the reins and 

always made sure each time she picked them 

up that they were held correctly. She held her 

arms out wide whilst walking over a pole and 

stood up in her stirrups when halted. Her 

balance needs to improve slightly in this area 

as she tipped forward when standing up. She 

was great with her eye contact and looked at 

the coach when spoken to and constantly 

smiled at me. Her seat was really good when 

trotting, although she did sitting trot she was 

very secure and enjoyed upping the pace.  

 



 

Her communication was great as she made eye contact and smiled continuously. She also counted 

out loud when asked to by her sidewalker. Her voice previously had been very quiet but she was 

quite audible today. As she was showing such confidence and horsemanship, Leah was taken off the 

lead rein for the first time. She was quite happy about this and managed to steer Marco successfully 

with a bit of encouragement and guidance from the coach and sidewalkers.  

Once halted at the end of the session Leah happily dismounted all by herself, correctly and without 

prompting. She was happy to pat Marco and say thank you, and then assist in removing her stirrups 

and putting them away.  

Keira has improved in all areas since her first assessment, she appears to be confident and enjoy her 

sessions with horse riding seeming to be something that comes naturally to her. She could be one to 

watch for the future!!! 

 



For me personally, tracking individuals has been quite an emotional process. It was nice to be closely 

involved and see the progress made and the difference that RDA makes to peoples lives both 

mentally and physically. From talking to Leah and Billy’s parents I can see that these sessions help 

them in their every day lives with confidence and their physical conditions. Even though I work with 

the Tracker on a daily basis I still felt surprised and excited by the diference in the results from start 

to finish. It was great to have actual evidence of this with the Tracker rosette.  

It has also taught me the importance of remaining subjective with Tracker scores. Its human nature 

to want to score highly, especially whe you can see children really trying their best. It is worth in it in 

the long run when you can see the difference in scores from start to finish and the progression 

made. I hope this will also help to inspire Stratford RDA into starting the Tracker themselves when 

they feel ready. In the meantime, thanks for having me!!.  

 

 

 


