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FEATURE I Gleaam

HUMANS and animals seem to 
have always shared a significant 
bond. To have a friend in an 

animal is a true blessing. 
Horses in particular can be great 

assets in therapy. Being herd animals, 
they rely on an acute stream of sensory 
data to sense safety or danger. When 
people are introduced to the herd 
environment for therapy, the horses’ 
behaviour responds within the same 
spectrum of physical and emotional 
responses, giving therapists an insight 
into a person’s thoughts and feelings. 

For six years Major Vivienne Prescott, 
who was a qualified riding instructor 
before she became an officer, has been 
supporting young people through equine 
therapy. Gleaam (Growth and learning 
equine and animal-assisted ministry) 
works with young people who struggle 
to communicate effectively, have 
experienced difficulties in their 
relationships with parents or those in 
authority, have suffered some kind of 
trauma or have crushed confidence.

A relationship developed with a horse 
can help children overcome fears, build 
up trust, respect and compassion, 
develop communication skills, problem 
solving and coping techniques, and 
improve self-confidence and self-
esteem. These skills are transferable to 
many other areas of ordinary, day-to-
day life.

‘Children often have difficulty finding 
emotional language, and as horses act 
as emotional mirrors to humans, we’ll 
ask the children to describe how the 
horse they’ve chosen is feeling or what 
they’re doing. They’ll usually find this 
easier,’ Vivienne explains. ‘Then we 

Being seen and herd
Major Vivienne Prescott (Forest of Dean) tells Shanelle Manderson how 
animal-assisted ministry is helping young people find their voice*

might ask, “Have you ever felt like that?” 
Working with horses gives them the 
tools to find emotional language really 
quickly. When children are able to 
explain what’s going on there are more 
opportunities for them to have their 
emotional needs met.’ 

Gleaam was set up as a result of what 
the corps refers to as ‘the Croc’ – the 
current response to the community. This 
concept is used instead of referring to 
the ‘programme’, which encourages the 
corps to review and change its response 
in ministry as required.

Vivienne identified a need to support 
young people in the Forest of Dean 

through her work with families, so she 
conducted some research into the use 
of animals in therapy and relationship-
building and realised that there was  
an opportunity. She put together a 
programme, gained accreditation 
from Leap (Leading Equine Assisted 
Practitioners) and approached the 
nearby school, which the corps works 
with closely, to find out if it would be 
interested in referring children to an 
animal-assisted ministry course.

After a positive response, Gleaam 
was launched. The six-session initiative 
focuses on groundwork rather than 
riding or horsemanship. It comprises 
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their relationship with 
his creation.  

‘Nothing is seen as 
separate,’ Vivienne 
elaborates. ‘If a child 
is referred to Gleaam 
we talk very openly 
about other things 
going on. We will 
build relationships 
and connect them to 
Loft, our youth work. 
As well as our team 
of volunteers, we also have young 
people who have been through Gleaam 
and are now young leaders. We’re 
always looking for new opportunities to 
continue that relationship-building.’

Nine-year-old Alfie took part in 
Gleaam last year. He struggled with 
separation anxiety and controlling his 
temper, so was referred to the initiative 
and began working with Marley.

‘His whole attitude changed,’ enthuses 
Kelly Davis, Alfie’s mum. ‘He was 
respectful and calm and felt comfortable 
leaving me to go and take part in the 
sessions. He loves responsibility, so was 
a leader during the sessions.’

Kelly hoped Alfie could take part this 
year, but the coronavirus pandemic 
prevented sessions taking place. It has 

also caused a financial strain as the 
project has costs associated with its 
livestock.

Vivienne is working on a way to make 
it possible to continue animal-assisted 
work through one-on-ones as lockdown 
restrictions ease. 

‘We’ve had requests from social 
services and parents who know about 
us. There are children who aren’t coping 
with the pandemic, some who are 
self-harming,’ says Vivienne. ‘We can’t 
do our group sessions, we realise that, 
but we will find ways to work with 
children who just need some space and 
attention.’ 

In the future there are hopes for the 
project to expand further. 

‘We feel that God is leading us into 
working with people in the community 
who are recovering from addiction, so 
we’re looking into that,’ says Vivienne. 
‘The options are endless!’ 

setting up activities involving the horses 
that require the young person or group 
to apply certain skills.

‘We have referrals from primary and 
secondary schools, social services and 
probation officers, and we also work 
with families,’ says Vivienne. ‘Children 
come to us with varying circumstances. 
The 90-minute sessions are paid for on 
pupil premium or by social services, so 
it’s a project that self-funds, which is 
great.’

Gleaam is home to one horse and 
three ponies. They’re all rescue animals 
and each has its own story: Marley was 
rescued because he was badly beaten, 
and had no confidence; Custard has 
laminitis, which causes inflammation in 
an area of the foot, which means she 
has to be cared for carefully; Chesney 
was going to be put down for the same 
condition; and Charlie was rescued from 
the floods in Wales four years ago.

‘The horses’ stories help the children 
to connect as they often discover that 
their story is shared,’ explains Vivienne. 

Custard is strong and a great 
confidence-giver, Chesney never had 
any purpose until he came to Gleaam so 
he recognises children who have been 
overlooked, and Charlie, whose mother 
drowned, gets very attached.

‘This year we also rescued chickens 
from battery hens and got two goats, 
and Judith Billingham, another therapist 
who has come on board with me, has 
dogs,’ adds Vivienne. ‘So we’re moving 
towards helping children build good 
relationships with various animals and 
learn about their care.’

The animals are kept in a rented field. 
It contains a tipi, a sacred teaching 
space for the children, where they are 
encouraged to work through and 
challenge their issues using the horse 
as their ally and friend.

‘We talk about who we are, what it 
means to be human and about the 
Creator God. ‘You can’t talk to a child 
about how precious and unique they are 
without talking about the Creator!’ 
enthuses Vivienne.

As an eco-church that is animal-kind 
and thrives on a holistic way of working, 
Gleaam fits in well with the corps 
mission. Vivienne is always looking for 
ways to teach young people about 
where their food comes from, how to 
value, honour and care for animals, how 
to live more sustainably and how to 
understand and discover God through *Photos and activities described date from before social distancing was required


