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TALLADEGA — The Marianna Greene Henry Special Equestrians Program has always taken pride in maintaining standards of excellence for its students of Alabama Institute of Deaf and Blind and has just documented those high standards by achieving Premier Accreditation through the North American Riding for the Handicapped Association.

The arena qualified for NARHA’s Premier Accredited Center Program last month. This “Premier” ranking was awarded due to the arena’s compliance with NARHA quality standards plus its implementation of extra, non-mandatory guidelines to ensure the arena’s quality.

“Many centers get accredited, but we go a step above by being active in making sure we stay ahead in caring for the students, through our relationship with AIDB,” said MGH Arena coordinator Tim Greene.

MGH Arena received a score of 100 percent in program facilities and guidelines. Greene said the NARHA representatives who inspected the site on Dec. 7 said such a score was “almost unprecedented.”

The ranking was determined by more than 100 guidelines covering the arena’s facilities. The inspectors reviewed everything from the placements of fire extinguishers to the distance in inches between a mounting ramp and side barrier.

“They really went over the place with a fine tooth comb,” Greene said.

The horse’s quality from their footing to stall safety was scrutinized.

The horses’ training and management was covered, along with all personnel, including instructors, counselors and barn staff.

All instructors and barn staff are NAHRA certified. Greene said the barn staff members are held to this standard because the arena teaches all aspects of horsemanship plus the barn staff is qualified to fill in instructional roles at a moment’s notice.

Different sets of standards for each of MGH Arena’s therapeutic programs were also scrutinized. These included therapeutic riding, hippotherapy, equine facilitated mental health, student worker programs and the Riders’ Club.

As equine facilitated mental health is a new addition, this is the first time MGH Arena has received accreditation in the area.

Greene said accreditation is important in many regards, not the least of which is that working with NARHA allows the facility to be as safe as possible.

“Safety and equality are our top priorities,” Greene said.

The ranking also makes it easier to attain funds, establish relationships and receive certain NAHRA benefits and promotions.

“It allows us to offer the best services to AIDB,” he said. “Our accreditation gives us all the clients we can handle plus it’s free to them.”

Greene designates a different staff member to oversee preparations for each accreditation period. This year he called upon lead program instructor Elizabeth Stanley.

Stanley read through all the guidelines and spent almost a year preparing the facility for the site visit. She said it’s a constant process to keep up its standards.

“The biggest thing that allowed this was the teamwork,” she said.

AIDB aided the arena through this process. For example, it assisted with a lot of the paperwork and maintenance.

AIDB’s Health and Clinical Services also helped with the therapists’ side of the riding program.

Stanley said overseeing the preparations helped her appreciate how many different details are involved in maintaining the standards required for disabled students, many of which are not thought about during everyday work.

Greene said this is part of why he rotates the staff members in charge each review period.

Stanley is certified through Certified Horsemanship Association as well as NAHRA.

Keeping up with the guidelines was a trying process, as Greene said the standards “change often.” He and Stanley said the arena is constantly updating to keep up with such changes.

Greene said these changes often correlate with new programs that he hopes the arena will continue to develop.

“As NARHA programs evolve we can get larger in MGH programs, and we most likely will.”

He said there will undoubtedly be even more guidelines to meet at the next review time.

Greene said the accreditation process used to be simpler and could even be completed through a great portion by mail. Now the standards to receive the “Premier” ranking have gone up.

On top of NARHA guidelines, the arena enforces its own plus standards set by AIDB.

As the accreditation comes around every five years, this makes MGH Arena’s fourth time receiving it. It has passed NARHA’s standards during each process, starting with the arena’s pilot program in 1990. 

The Premier Accredited Center accreditation is valid for five years, making MGH’s next review due in 2015.
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