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Riding puts
families back
in the saddle

SPECIAL TO FLORIDA WEEKLY 

Therapeutic horseback riding has 
made national headlines thanks to Ann 
Romney and her story of living with 
multiple sclerosis. However, this vital 
therapeutic option has many benefits 
that help children and families living 
with a broad range of physical, emo-
tional and learning disabilities. 

In its 17th year serving the Collier 
County community, Naples Equestrian 
Challenge is one of the 800 facilities 
nationwide that belong to the Pro-
fessional Association of Therapeutic 
Horsemanship International. In 2011, 
NEC was named one of PATH Inter-
national’s “Premier Centers” for main-
taining the industry’s best practices in 
therapy and barn management. 

NEC continues to grow, with 
approximately 375 participants passing 
through the barn doors to learn from 
the year-round therapeutic horseback 
riding and equine facilitated learning 
programs. All of the riding instructors 
at NEC are independently trained and 
certified through PATH International. 

“Part of why I love working here is 
seeing firsthand the physical and emo-
tional improvements that our riders 
achieve,” says Kim Minarich, execu-
tive director. “It makes a big difference 
in their lives.”

The riders at NEC don’t just ride in 
circles. They follow a customized les-
son plan to help improve their specif-
ic physical and emotional needs. For 
example, a rider might be instructed to 
pick up an item and place it in a bucket 
at the end of the arena. What might 
seem like a simple task to most people 
is actually developing complex skills 
on many levels.

First, the rider is encouraged to give 
verbal directions to the horse, which 
helps him improve his communication 
skills. 

Then, through the motion of rid-
ing, the horse’s natural gait provides a 
gentle rocking motion that simulates 
walking. In order to stabilize himself 
in the saddle, the rider naturally devel-
ops muscle tone and balance. 

Placing the item in a bucket helps 
the rider learns to focus on a task and 
improve fine motor skills. And for 
an additional challenge, a side-walker 
might move the bucket to different 

Kids have a ball at 
Baker Field inaugural event

SPECIAL TO FLORIDA WEEKLY

Fifty underprivileged and at-risk 
children learned how to play base-
ball and softball at the Cal Ripken, Sr. 
Foundation’s opening clinic at the new 
Baker Field. The students, who attend 
programs at the Boys & Girls Club of 
Collier County, Youth Haven and Grace 
Place, also took part in a character-
building exercise led by Corporal Barry 
Ardery of the Collier County Sheriff ’s 
Office. The clinic, which will be held 
monthly, is funded by a grant from 
Naples Children & Education Founda-
tion – founders of Naples Winter Wine 
Festival. 

“The kids had a great time,” said Col-
leen Miller, site monitor for the Boys 
& Girls Club of Collier County. “We 
showed them which hand to wear the 
baseball glove on for starters, as many 
of them had never played softball or 
baseball before. They really took to the 
sport and are looking forward to the 
next clinic.”

During a character-building seg-
ment, Corporal Ardery led an exercise 
focused on teamwork, sportsmanship 
and respect. Four students who exem-
plified those qualities each received a 
certificate of achievement. 

“Cal Ripken, Sr. Foundation’s clinic 
formats are a strong mix of sports 

and sportsmanship,” said Karen Scott, 
chair of NCEF’s grant committee. “We 
are so pleased to partner with them to 
benefit Collier County’s underprivi-
leged and at-risk children, whose needs 
go beyond medical and academic hard-
ships.” 

The Cal Ripken, Sr. Foundation was 
created by his sons, Bill and Cal Ripken 
Jr., to build character and teach criti-
cal life lessons to disadvantaged youth. 
Their mission is to reach those kids 
using baseball as a platform. The foun-
dation and Boys & Girls Club of Collier 
County will host a ribbon-cutting cer-
emony for the official opening of Baker 
Field on Nov. 8.

Since 2000, Naples Children & Edu-
cation Foundation, which is governed 
by NCEF trustees, 
has been dedicated 
to making a pro-
found and 
sustaining 
improve-
m e n t 
in the 
lives of 
u n d e r -

privileged and at-risk children in Col-
lier County. Through the Naples Win-
ter Wine Festival, NCEF has raised 
$107 million since 2001, making it the 
most successful charity wine auction 
in the world. Proceeds have impacted 
more than 150,000 children through 36 
charities. Major initiatives funded in 
collaboration with other private and 
public entities have included a pediat-
ric dental clinic and an early learning 
center.

The 2013 Naples Winter Wine Fes-
tival will take place Jan. 25-27. For 
more information about Naples Win-
ter Wine Festival and Naples Children 
& Education Foundation, visit  www.
napleswinefestival.com or call 888-837-
4919. ■
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Angelina Acevedo, Marc Andre and Serena Frederic

Chris McGourty

Jonathan Florexil gives baseball instructions

Sherlay Cajuste

The seventh annual 
Bootstrap Bogie 
>> What: Barn dance and signature   
 fundraiser for Naples Equestrian Challenge
>> When: 6 p.m. Saturday, Nov. 10
>> Where: Under the covered arena at NEC,  
 206 Ridge Drive off Goodlette-Frank Road
>> Tickets: $350 per person
>> Why: Fundraising events and donations   
 ensure that NEC can offer therapy riding  
 on a sliding fee basis. No rider is ever   
 turned away for an inability to pay. 
>> Info: 596-2988 or    
 www.naplesequestrianchallenge.org

SEE RIDING, A35 


