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Winner Spotlight BEST NONPROFIT

orming a relationship with a horse 
can be a magical experience. Which 
is why, according to Randi Shan-
nahan, the services provided by the 
J.F. Shea Therapeutic Riding Center 

are so unique and transformative. Since 1978, 
the Shea Center has provided equine-assisted 
services and activities to people with disabil-
ities.

“The unspoken interaction between the 
client and horse is a magical thing,” said 
Shannahan, who works at the Shea Center as 
a physical therapist (DPT), therapy services 
manager, hippotherapy clinical specialist 
and certifi ed therapeutic riding instructor. “A 
1,000-pound prey animal is accepting you as 
its leader. It is choosing you and bonding with 
you. The client and horse are trusting each 
other. They are accomplishing something big 
and great together.”

“I have been able to work in a multitude of 
environments, and this environment is like 
no other,” she continued. “A lot of our clients 
have seen hospitals, clinics and home-based 

“That is so pivotal,” Shannahan said. “That’s 
their life. If we can change something that 
helps him maintain that ability to be clean, 
that’s such a gift.”

Shannahan also recalled her experience 
with a patient she worked with when she was 
a student. He had a spinal cord injury, was 
paralyzed, and could not walk. Through his 
rehab, which included other therapies and 
interventions along with equine-assisted, he 
was able to walk again.

“To see him go from a frail person on a 
horse and learn how to balance and fi gure out 
where he is in space and walk and run was so 
cool,” Shannahan said. “It brings tears to your 
eyes to think of his journey. He credited his 
improvement to the horse. He climbed that 
mountain.”

Shannahan was raised in Texas in a small 
rural town and always loved horses. She spent 
hours at her aunt and uncle’s horse ranch. 
In college, she volunteered at an equestrian 
center attached to her school, Texas Tech 
Therapeutic Riding Center. When she grad-

J.F. Shea Therapeutic Riding Center’s Randi Shannahan with therapy horse Augie. 
Photo: Chris Mortenson 

Physical therapist Randi Shannahan is joined by PT 
student/intern Devin Cappella, left, during a horse therapy 
session. Photo: Chris Mortenson 

Rehabbing with horseplay
services, but there is something magical that 
happens when you’re outside in a natural 
environment with horses doing something 
so di� erent and unique. This is not like any 
therapy that these people know. We are able to 
regulate their neurological system in di� erent 
and more e� ective ways. And it is fun. Some 
of these children spend their entire lives in 
hospitals, doctors’ o�  ces and in clinical envi-
ronments, and when their eyes are opened to 
a di� erent world and in a di� erent way, that 
feels like play, as it should; then we are able to 
see a huge improvement right away.”

Shannahan shared a few patient success 
stories. She has been working with one child 
with cerebral palsy. His body is sti�  and spas-
tic, and his limbs do not move in a fl uid way, 
which impacts his overall coordination. He 
has made good progress, although he might 
never be fully independent. One thing, how-
ever, that has been so impactful for his family 
is that after he is done with therapy on his 
horse, his family can change his diaper more 
easily.

F
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J.F. Shea Therapeutic Riding Center
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J.F. Shea Therapeutic Riding Center 
WHERE: 26284 Oso Road, San Juan Capistrano 
INFO: 949-240-8441, www.sheacenter.org

uated, she moved to Los Angeles, where 
she attended Azusa Pacifi c University. She 
discovered the Shea Center in 2015 while 
she was completing her doctor of physical 
therapy degree.

“When I found Shea, I refused to leave,” 
Shannahan said. “I started as a volunteer, 
then became a part-time physical therapist, 
and then full time. I worked my way up the 
ladder. About one and a half years ago, I 
became the therapy services manager.”

The center o� ers physical, occupational 
and speech therapy, mental health services, 
non-therapy equine-assisted learning, 
adaptive riding and horsemanship, military 
programs, OCFA Urban Search and Rescue 
Equine Training for Technical Rescue Team 
fi refi ghters, and an inclusive summer horse 
camp in late June through July. 

For Shannahan, every day “is di� erent, 
but a shade of the same color.” Mornings 
typically start with horses.

“Horses are still horses, so as trained and 
lovely and calm and selectively chosen as 
they are, they are still animals that need 
warmup and training recalibration,” Shan-
nahan explained. “They are carrying our 
worthy loads. There is one or two hours of 
horse schooling and exercising. Then I see 

patients and clients in 45-minute sessions. 
During the midday break, we have meet-
ings and continue our education, such as 
a mounting and dismounting refresher 
course for sta� . Then, more clients until 
5:30 p.m.”

The center receives most of its horses 
through donation. An animal may have 
retired from a job like showing, or a child 
may have outgrown it, or a person may 
have died and their trail horse is passed on 
to the center. The horse undergoes a 90-day 
trial and completes a checklist before being 
approved to work with patients. 

At the Shea Center, 90% of the clients 
receive some form of fi nancial aid. For the 
entire month of February, the Drive to Ride 
campaign is raising funds for rider fi nancial 
aid, horse care and priority programs. The 
center will also undergo 14 construction 
projects through September to enhance 
its equine-assisted services for individuals 
with disabilities and their families.
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Randi Shannahan and therapy horse Augie. Photo: Chris Mortenson 


