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   Know normal TPR range for a horse, and discuss how to take TPR.
  Know which injuries can be handled with minor treatment and which need veterinary attention.

LET’S TALK ABOUT IT: 

OBJECTIVE: Horse care is full of judgment calls, such as deciding whether or not your horse needs veterinary 
attention. The desire to avoid an unnecessary bill must be carefully balanced with the potentially disastrous 
consequences of postponing important treatment. It’s a big, scary topic, and we think it is the most important objective 
for Yellow Level students to learn.
We want our students to be able to calmly assess a situation, and recognize red fl ags that indicate the need for 
veterinary medicine. They should be familiar with diff erent types of injuries and distress signals, and know how to 
get additional information by taking vital signs. Most importantly, they should know who to call in a crisis, and be able 
to relay important details to you or the vet!

SHOULD I CALL THE VET?

HORSESENSE
VET & HEALTH CARE

CHECKING IT OFF: Hopefully you won’t have too many equine emergencies 
for students to practice on! This objective can be met through one-on-one or group 
discussion, with students “teaching it back” to demonstrate thorough knowledge. Devote a 
clinic or camp day to the topic, or quiz regular riding students with hypothetical situations 
during warm-up and mid-lesson breaks.
You may want to require students to earn this checkmark before leasing a horse, or 
allowing them to work unsupervised in a working student program. 

You’ll know they’ve got it: if they can confi dently identify factors that would cause them 
to seek veterinary assistance, including: heavy bleeding, lacerated wounds requiring 
stitches, deep punctures, wounds in critical areas (such as eyes and joints), heat and 
swelling (especially in tendons), unexplained lameness, and signs of colic/choke/illness. 

“What would you do if your horse came in from the fi eld bleeding from the hock?”

“Our horses can’t tell us when they feel pain. How could you tell if your horse had a 
bellyache? If he was sore in his front left foot?”

“Why do you think it’s a good idea to know your horse’s normal pulse and respiration 
rate?”

“Puncture wounds are often much smaller and cleaner than an abrasion or cut. Why 
do you think a puncture is more likely to cause infection?”

IF IN DOUBT, 
CALL FOR 

HELP!
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If a school horse is seriously injured, the vet isn’t the only one who’s going to need a phone call. 
Teach your students the contact chain they should follow if they fi nd a horse in distress, and make sure 
all emergency contact numbers are posted in a prominent place. 
While you’re at, discuss what students should do if they fi nd a horse in distress and can’t 
immediately get help on the phone. Specify situations where they are and are not allowed to move or 
handle the horse themselves, and emphasize the importance of staying calm. 
Consider making an emergency fl owchart and posting it alongside contact numbers in your barn, or 
handing it out to students, boarders and lessees. 

CHAIN OF COMMAND
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STUFF HAPPENS
We want our students to feel confi dent in their ability to handle a crisis before they fi nd themselves in the midst of 
one. If we’re eventually going to let them work in a barn unsupervised, we also want to feel confi dent in their ability to 
handle a crisis - which means we need to know they are able to think!

Stuff  Happens cards are our favorite way to practice thinking through an emergency 
before an actual emergency. Each card presents a hypothetical situation for students to 
discuss. These situations often have multiple solutions, or require additional information. 

Our goal with this set is for students to be able to puzzle through the variables until 
they can answer the question: Does this horse need a veterinarian’s help?

Download a printable set of Stuff  Happens and You Call the Vet cards at:
https://horsesenselearninglevels.com/resource/list-challenges/stuff -happens-and-you-call-the-vet-yellow-hs/

Then search the Boss Mares Blog archive for posts on how we use Stuff  Happens cards:
https://horsesenselearninglevels.com/boss-mares-archives/

While you’re at it, involve students in the process of creating or updating stall 
cards for all your horses. Provide fi ll-in-the-blank templates or encourage students 
to create their own.
Each stall card should contain emergency contact numbers, the horse’s normal vital 
signs at rest, pertinent medical information such as allergies, and any quirks that 
aff ect the horse’s handling, such as an inability to crosstie. 

LLPro member? You can download our stall card template at:
https://horsesenselearninglevels.com/resource/stall-cards-set-all-levels/
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VITAL NUMBERS
When deciding whether or not a sick horse needs veterinary attention, it’s important to have as much information as 
possible. This means checking a horse’s vital signs: gut sounds, capillary refi ll, and TPR, or temperature, pulse and 
respiration. 
We know that taking a horse’s TPR accurately can take a bit of practice. For this reason, we don’t require 
students to record all the vital signs independently until Green Level - but they do need to know what 
“normal” vitals look like for a horse, and should have a basic understanding of how to take them.

Numbers can be hard for many students to remember. It may take a lot of repetition before the 
normal ranges for temperature, pulse and respiration stick in your students’ brains. Here are a few 
ways you can get this process started:

 z Write the numbers somewhere visible. We like to write the ranges for TPR on a huge whiteboard and set it in a 
high-traffi  c area. Include the spectrum of normal numbers along with numbers that would make YOU call a vet - 
write these numbers in red, or circle them for extra emphasis. 

 z Match them up. Once students have been walking past the numbers for a few days or weeks, rewrite the board 
to create a matching game. Scatter numbers at random and include the letters T, P and R as well as the words 
temperature, pulse and respiration, and invite students to draw lines matching everything up. (Make sure to leave 
a fresh supply of dry erase markers!) 

 z Find the odd one out. You might also write a handful of numbers out and ask students to circle the one that isn’t 
normal. Change the numbers every day. 

 z Make casual conversation. As students are grooming, warming up or cleaning tack, say, “Mystery’s temperature 
is 100.8 degrees F. Do you think she has a fever?”

Practice makes perfect when it comes to taking vital signs. Sometimes the logistics can make it diffi  cult to fi t TPR 
practice into a regular riding lesson, however. Here are a few other ways you can teach the process if you don’t have a 
calm horse and thermometer handy:

 z Demonstration station. Your students defi nitely want to watch you stick a thermometer in a horse’s rectum 
before trying it out themselves. If time allows, you might demonstrate taking TPR on two or three horses to show 
the slight diff erences in normal resting rates. 

 z Act it out. Assign three students or a team of students to create a skit teaching the process of taking vital signs. 
Encourage them to make their demo as playful and funny as possible - but no matter what, gut sounds and 
temperature taking are sure to be memorable!

 z Horse vs human. Encourage students to take their own vitals as a homework assignment and report back at their 
next lesson. What is their normal resting temperature? How does their heart rate compare with their horse’s?

On a rainy day… create a chart with blank spaces for each of your school horses. Tie horses 
or take students from stall to stall to assist in recording TPR, listening to gut activity and 
evaluating capillary refi ll. For more teaching ideas, see the Teaching Guide for Green 
HorseSense: Vital Information. 
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Many students learn best by doing - which means that just talking about future injuries 
might not be eff ective preparation. You can stage a minor medical emergency with the 
help of a quiet, cooperative horse and some ketchup or nontoxic red fi nger paint. (Just 
make sure your fake blood washes out. We had a paint bottle mix-up at summer camp one 
year and our stable bandages still have alarming red smears!)
Present your injured horse without warning for maximum shock value. Then guide students 
through the diagnosis and treatment process, asking the following questions as they go:

 z Has the bleeding stopped? What should you do if the wound is still bleeding?

 z Is the injury located in a high-risk area? Can it be bandaged?

 z What is the safest way of getting the wound clean? Is cold water or warm water more appropriate?

 z How deep is the wound? Can you get it completely clean? 

 z How will you know if the wound needs stitching or not? 

 z What products can be safely used to disinfect and treat the wound? Do you know where to fi nd them in our 
equine fi rst aid kit?

 z Will the horse allow you to treat the wound? What would you do if he kicked or pulled away?

EMERGENCY DRILLS
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Making judgment calls in an equine emergency requires a lot of knowledge.
Students will need to learn signs of colic, practice taking vitals, get comfortable with 
your fi rst aid kit, and learn about other types of emergencies such as choke and laminitis. 
Prioritize these lessons in your unmounted education, and in the meantime, make sure 
your students know that if in doubt, they should always call for help!

PICTURE THIS
A picture is worth a thousand words, and your students need to see the diff erence between a laceration, a puncture 
wound, an abrasion and a straightforward cut. Since we’d prefer your horses stay injury free, you can do this by 
creating a collection of visuals. Look for photos in a back issue of The Horse magazine, or do an internet search and 
print images onto heavy-duty paper or cardstock.
We have a collection of laminated photos we ask students to sort into two categories: minor DYI wound treatment 
and veterinary emergency. You’ll need to warn students about the graphic nature of the images beforehand, but better 
to learn they are blood-averse during an indoor activity than after your horse slices opens an artery! 

Do your students use Quizlet? The HorseSense Quizlet classroom has several study sets covering 
equine fi rst aid, including a Yellow Level set on Equine Emergencies, Green Level First Aid Kit 
inventory, and a Blue Level set on treating specifi c wounds.

https://horsesenselearninglevels.com/resource-center/challenges/quizlet/


