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NATURE 
AS 

TEACHER

• Biomimicry: “nature as 
mentor” (Benyus, 1997)

• What does it mean to take 
seriously the idea of nature as 
a teacher?

• What are the epistemological 
and pedagogical implications 
of doing so?



STUDY OVERVIEW



BRIDGING THE GAP

Equine-assisted learning 
(EAL): experiential education  

to facilitate growth and 
development of skills in 

humans

Human-Animal Studies 
(HAS): interdisciplinary area 
of study in social sciences 

and humanities focused on 
the relationships between 

humans and animals



HUMAN-
ANIMAL 
STUDIES

1970s: philosophers such as Peter Singer. Animal 
rights, animal protection.

1980s, “first wave”: quantitative social science. 
Animal welfare.

1990s, “second wave”: qualitative social science. 

2000s, “third wave”: humanities, ”post”-isms. The 
“animal turn”.

2010s: “fourth wave”: “political, materialist, 
affective turns”

(Shapiro, 2020, p. 805-811)



ARGUMENT, SCOPE, AIM

• Argument: EAL could benefit from being in deeper 
conversation with the broader scholarly and theoretical 
trends represented in HAS 

• Scope: explore the gap between the research on the 
use of EAL in adult populations and HAS scholarship 
focused on adult horse-human relationships. 

• Aim: situate the practice of EAL in broader scholarly 
and theoretical trends, explore ways to deepen and 
improve EAL practices, and identify new pathways for 
research and scholarship. 



RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS

• What is the state of research on 
equine-assisted learning for adults 
and Human-Animal Studies 
scholarship focused on adult horse-
human relationships? 

• What does an analysis of this 
research tell us about the 
opportunities for the development 
of equine-assisted learning 
approaches for adults?



INCLUSION/EXCLUSION CRITERIA

Include:
• Equine-assisted learning
• Human-animal studies focused on horse-human relationships
• Adult populations
• Peer-reviewed articles written in English

Exclude:
• Focus on youth
• Other EAAT modalities
• Literature, art
• Teaching horseback riding, horse training, or similar areas
• Books & grey literature
• Peer-reviewed articles written in languages other than English



METHODOLOGY

Databases: JSTOR, Web of Science, EBSCOhost, Google Scholar, & University of 
New Hampshire Library

Keywords: equine-assisted learning, equine, horse, equine-assisted interventions, 
adults, posthumanism, embodiment, affectivity, human-animal relationship, 
horse human relationship, human-animal studies, animal turn 

Snowball technique: review of bibliographies to identify further sources

Peer reviewed articles written in English



FINDINGS & DISCUSSION



FINDINGS

Equine-
assisted 
learning: 
14 total
43.75%

Human-
Animal 
Studies: 
14 total
43.75%

In 
conversation: 

4 total
12.5%



COMMUNICATION

• “Third language” (Brandt, 2004)
• Blurs human-animal divide
• Demarginalizes non-verbal 

communication
• Creates space for “understanding the 

subjective and intersubjective lives of 
those who cannot speak—humans and 
animals alike” (Brandt, 2004)

Instrumental relational



LEARNING

• “Co-learning”: emotional 
connection & somatic coordination 
(Birke & Hockenhull, 2015)

• “Co-shaping”/”co-domesticating” 
(Maurstad et al, 2013)

Reflection relation



PEDAGOGY

• ”More-than-human” consciousness 
(Abrams, 1996)

• Ecological awareness/sustainability 
(Garcia, 2010)

• Ethical leadership
• “Interspecies pedagogy” (Fredrickson, 2019)

Anthropocentric             multispecies ethics



GENDER

• Transfer of stereotypes (Dashper et al, 
2018)

• “Transcend social boundaries—
gendered or species divisions” (Birke 
& Brandt, 2009) 

Binary fluidity



AESTHETICS

• Symbolism
• Environment/structures
• Choreography
• Performance
• Entrainment

Projection ”moving together” 
(Birke & Hockenhull, 2015)



ETHICS

• Social agency of horse (Birke, 2017)
• Individuality/subjectivity (Karkulehto & 

Shuurman, 2021)
• Power and the possibility of refusal 

(Staunæs & Raffnsøe, 2019)

Anthropocentric             multispecies ethics



LIMITATIONS
• Focus on EAL
• Lack of equine science
• Quality of studies reviewed
• Focus on adult populations



EXPLORATIONS

Human-ecological values 
& behavior; “Interspecies 
pedagogies” (Fredrickson, 
2019)

Non-verbal 
communication; somatic 
pedagogies

Intersectionality Ethical dimensions
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