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Equestrian Connection’s current Board President, Kara Kline, began 
volunteering at EC in 2002 by leading horses, assisting with hip-
potherapy rides and cleaning stalls. Soon her passion for EC com-
bined with her valuable organizational skills to lead her to join EC’s 
Associate’s Board in 2009, then serve as Secretary on the Board of 
Directors before assuming the position of Board President in 2016.

Kara believes her main role is to support Diana Schnell. “Diana is 
a terrific Executive Director—I wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t in 
her current role. She is an inspirational leader and 
manages this organization in a remarkable way.”

The unique strength of the board is due to the 
vast experiential background and knowledge base 
of its members, Kara believes. The Board includes 
a lawyer, entertainment industry executives, busi-
ness executives and equine experts—all thoroughly 
dedicated to the long-term success of EC.

During her tenure, Kara has witnessed a strength-
ened donor commitment, allowing EC to shift 
from survival mode to sustainability. Her main 
goal now is to create security for the future of 

Equestrian Connection. As EC continues to grow, appropriately 
managing donations is paramount. According to Kara, “the Board 
believes that in the past year building our sustainability has been 
our greatest achievement.”

Kara’s all-time favorite EC moment during her 15 years with 
Equestrian Connection was the 2013 Marty’s Barn Party fundraiser. 
Watching the videos at each year’s Barn Party is an emotional ex-
perience for her. “It is magical to see the differences that EC makes 

to children, to veterans, to patients with MS. It 
makes me tearful to see the importance that EC 
has in so many people’s lives and how touching 
the organization is to all those involved.”

Kara is proud of EC’s accomplishments. “It is a 
team effort that combines a blend of Diana, the 
Board, the Donors and our volunteers. We have 
the right programs and the right people—people 
who find that EC is a tough place to ever leave.” 

“I am so fortunate to have ever had this be a 
part of my life,” admits Kara, looking forward 
to serving out her Board Presidency until 2018.

Kara Kline – From Leading a Horse to Leading the Board

Diana Schnell – Little Steps Lead to a Big Future!
A lot has happened since Equestrian Connection began opera-
tions. Since 2001, the occurrence of autism increased from 1 in 
500 children to 1 in every 68; Illinois fell to the bottom of the list of 
states offering special needs services; over 400,000 people were  
diagnosed with multiple sclerosis; and the rate of unemployment 
for veterans increased to 21%.

These are but a few of the many needs Equestrian Connection has 
addressed since 2001, making a difference in the lives of our clients, 
big and small, young and old. We have experienced so many great 
moments each day reminding us of the power and benefits of the 
amazing connection between horses and humans. These include 
the first steps made by children born with physical challenges, the 
thanks from adults facing lives changed due to dementia, illness or  
accident because we’ve given them hope, and the new won confi-
dence of a veteran eagerly working at his first job since seeing combat. 
The quality of our staff, our volunteers and our animals—not only 
our horses but Carly the cat and therapy dogs, Sonny and Colby—
make our program so successful.

EC has been able to improve the lives of so many people because 
we’ve committed 88% of our revenue directly towards program 
operations and controlling expenses. We are dedicated to pouring 
most of our funding into working with and for our clients, keeping 
our general and administrative costs as low as humanly possible 
while maintaining the best possible programs and facility anywhere 
in Illinois. 

Our horses have made life-changing connections possible thanks 
to our generous donors, hundreds of dedicated volunteers, a strong 
and supportive Board of Directors, and experienced professional 
therapists and instructors. We are committed to broadening our 
outreach to veterans and their families, and to helping those who 
need financial support for therapy by offering affordable, high 
quality care for all.

Now, after 15 years of operation, after more than 100,000 therapy 
visits, after partnerships with 72 special needs organizations and 
growth from 2 to 16 therapy programs, we look forward to securing 
the future of EC for years to come. We plan to build fiscal security 
by paying down or paying off our mortgage, by raising funds 
to expand, and by building our mental health programs, both 
mounted and non-mounted.

Thank you for your ongoing support of Equestrian Connection! 
Please join us as we ride into the next 15 years, making lives better 
every step of the way!

— Diana Schnell, Executive Director



•	 18,619	client	visits
•	 37	special	needs	agencies	attended	programs	at	EC
•	 88%	of	program	revenue	supported	operating	expenses
•	 21,692	volunteer	hours
•	 21	volunteer	service	groups	contributed	their	time	to 
 projects around the barn

  Here’s the Scoop: Fast Facts about EC in 2016
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ANNUAL CLIENT VISITS
2002 - 2016

DIAGNOSIS DEMOGRAPHIC

Emotional/Behavioral Disorder
2%

Down Syndrome
3%

Multiple*
17% Multiple

Sclerosis
10%

Muscular
Dystrophy

2%
Other**

16%

Tramautic Brain Injury
2%

Autism 
Spectrum

12%

Sensory Delay
2%

Unknown
5%

Family
Rides
15%

Developmental
Delay

5%

Cerebral Palsy
9%

 Other** includes:
  • Prader Willi Syndrome
  • ADHD
  • Spina Bifida
  • Parkinson’s Disease
  • Fetal Alcohol Syndrome
  • Fragile X Syndrome
  • Retts Syndrome

CLIENT THERAPIES

Psychotherapy
3%

Hippotherapy
33%

Therapeutic
Riding
35%

Wrangler
Program

1%

Groups
17%

Sibling Rides
6%

Art Therapy
5%

Multiple* = more 
than one diagnosis
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My name is Chris Block and I 
am 31 years old. I was injured 
on a bicycle in Indiana on July 
23, 2016, which broke my 5th 
vertebra. My injury affects my 
muscles from the chest down, 
including my arms and hands. 
I first discovered Equestrian 
Connection through Mark 
Stephan, who is heavily con-
nected with the Shirley Ryan 

Ability Lab (SRA Lab), and is another bicycle rider who experienced 
a SCI (spinal cord injury) due to a bicycle accident. Mark knows 
first hand what EC has done for him and convinced me to come 
out and try horseback riding myself.

When I first started at EC all I could think about was keeping my 
nose straight forward, my eyes in the air and my chin up. Now I am 
able to hold conversations with my leader, my sidewalker, and my 
physical therapist, Andrey. My balance has improved immensely 
since my first ride in February.

I have also noticed that I am now much more able to “right” my 
positioning in my wheelchair. This is difficult to describe to some-
one who hasn’t had a SCI, a stroke or a nervous system injury. From 

the time you are an infant you are walking and crawling, maybe 
even falling over a little bit—you are testing your limits. When an 
infant makes a reaction to right himself it is second nature, he doesn’t 
have to think about it, just like it was for me before my injury. But 
post-injury, not being able to control the muscles beneath my injury, 
I need to relearn how to balance with what I can still control. It is as 
if I need to steer with my head, shoulders, neck muscles and arms. 
I compare it to a bobber in the water when out fishing. The bobber 
just floats—wherever the head leads, the rest follows.

EC has given me another avenue to better myself and be around 
great people. EC is filled with people with big hearts, whether they 
are volunteers, therapists, receiving therapy or a student—somebody 
who is a few years old to somebody who is many, many years old. 
Everybody is in a good mood, positive, relaxed and upbeat. The 
people at EC are calming for me to be around. People don’t stare 
because I am in a wheelchair. Everyone here has his or her own 
challenges and EC helps me recognize that and feel comfortable 
just being myself.

One of the biggest things that has changed for me since my injury 
and now, besides independence and mobility, is being able to get 
out and be around people and horses—EC allows me to do that. 
Equestrian Connection is a part of my life like Tuesday is a part of 
my life. It is a place I really miss when I am not there.

EC’s Participants — Unique and Inspiring

Chris has hippotherapy weekly and brings 
joy and inspiration to everyone at EC!
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Nellie Overton has been riding with Equestrian 
Connection for 14 years. She joins her buddies 
Scott, Charlie and others four times per week 
as a part of our Wrangler Job Training Program 
and for her weekly riding lessons on Bonnie. 

Nellie has been a wonderful addition to our 
Wrangler Program and has been actively in-
volved for the past three years. Wranglers, who 
are all adults, work together with our trained 
staff on job tasks around the barn. Their jobs 
include laundry, office work, cleaning counters, 
and disinfecting helmets in order to help keep 
our barn in pristine shape. 

Throughout the Wrangler program, the adults 
earn “EC bucks” that they can use towards a 
riding lesson, EC merchandise, or donate back 
to the barn. Nellie loves “working as a team, 
looking out for each other and strengthen-
ing other’s self-confidence,” not just her own.  
Nellie’s favorite part about Equestrian Connec-
tion is seeing all the friends that she has made 
over the years.

Wranglers Work Hard to Help Keep Our Barn in Shape

Participants in EC’s Wrangler Program (l to r) Coach Mike Moorhead with Charlie 
Burrows, Scott Wilson and Nellie Overton.

Scan the QR Code below (you can download an app to do so) 
to watch a short video featuring one of our occupational therapists, 
Alysa, and her rider, Finley, as they navigate through hippotherapy 
and its benefits over the course of three months.

Here are a few highlights from Alysa and Finley’s therapy session and 
the benefits of hippotherapy:

•	 Increases	dynamic	sitting	and	standing	balance

•	 Decreases	muscle	spasticity	to	participate	in	functional	 
age-appropriate tasks

•	 Strengthens	proximal	core

•	 Increases	sustained	functional	grasp	and	release	

The Many Benefits of Hippotherapy
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On September 24, 2016, over 500 guests attended Marty’s 
Barn Party, EC’s annual fundraising event held in memory of 
Marty Domitrovich, a longtime supporter of EC. The event 
featured food, fun, drinks, and great music by three-time 
Grammy award winner Keb’ Mo’. Through donations, spon-
sors,	and	live	and	silent	auctions,	over	$300,000	was	raised	
for therapy programs, operations, and therapy scholarships.

The Gift of Sunrise

•	 We	 are	 proud	 to	 partner	 with	
Clearbrook, an organization that 
creates innovative opportunities, 
services and support for people 
with disabilities.

•	 The	 Foglia	 House	 renovation,	
supported by the Foglia Family 
Foundation, has been completed, 
allowing Clearbrook residents 
to move into their new home.

•	 A	grant	 from	the	Daniel F. and  
Ada L. Rice Foundation enabled 
EC to provide a bigger commit-
ment	 to	 programs	 that	 benefit	
Veterans.

•	 Six	 new	 stalls	were	 constructed	
to house our retired and res-
cued horses, thanks to the Irving 
and Phyllis Millstein Trust. 

What’s New…
Every year, Equestrian Connection hosts an art therapy 
exhibit	which	decorates	our	main	office	year-round.	
Called Creative Connections, the event showcases all 
our EC artists and their artworks, and helps increase 
our	 artists’	 self-confidence.	 Our	 art	 therapist	 staff	
highlights	each	artist’s	individual	growth	and	expres-
sion. This is a night enjoyed by family, friends, staff, 
and volunteers who all come together to show an 
overwhelming amount of support to our EC artists. 

Marty’s Barn Party Lives On!

Sunrise, one of our Norwegian Fjord horses, joined our  
program in 2016 and has proven herself a superstar! 

Connecting Through Art

Libertyville Sunrise Rotary—which is a strong supporter 
of Equestrian Connection—donated funds to acquire the 
much	 needed	 Norwegian	 Fjord,	 appropriately	 named	
Sunrise! Because of their strength, durability and calm 
temperament,	 Norwegian	 Fjord	 horses	 are	 especially	
beneficial	to	our	program.	
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Equestrian Connection continues its mission of providing therapy  
services to all those who need it by subsidizing 99% of our therapy 
clients. We also provided over $150,000 in therapy scholarships to 
individual and group clients with the help of our Adopt-a-Rider 
program and foundation grants. A donation for future expansion 
was given by an anonymous donor and funds were raised to make 
additional payments on the mortgage and for  
new program development.

Over 75% of Equestrian Connection’s revenue comes from the 
generous donations of community members, families, volunteers, 
foundations and event participants. Organizations such as the 
Libertyville Junior Women’s Association, 100 Women Who 
Care and Libertyville Sunrise Rotary have stepped up in 2016 
to help us continue to make Equestrian Connection a uniquely 
special organization. 

Foundation support has helped with capital improvements thanks 
to the Foglia Family Foundation and the Irving and Phyllis 
Millstein Trust. The Daniel F. and Ada L. Rice Foundation, 
Healthcare Foundation of Highland Park and Helen Brach 
Foundation have supported new programs in 2016 as we continue 
to try to fill the service gap for those with special needs. 

We are grateful to the Domitrovich Family, Rumchata Founda-
tion, Thermoflex Corporation, the Sharp Family Foundation, 
Audi Exchange, Tighthead Brewery, and Sunset Foods  for 
event sponsorship. 

We appreciate sponsorship for horse care from the Peloton 
Foundation, DAS Charitable Fund, Grainger Corporation 
and the Collins Family Charitable Fund as well as various  
anonymous individual donors. 

Due to printing deadlines and privacy requests we are unable to list 
all those who are truly helping us make a difference for those with 
special needs. We are grateful to all!

Financials (includes in-kind service donations and expenses)

Our Donors Are Improving Lives, One Step at a Time!
We are thrilled to recognize Gabriella Cooperman founder 
of Cookies for Charity in order to benefit EC and the Adopt-
A-Rider Scholarship program. To date, Gabriella has raised over 
$130,000! This year she was recognized as one of 15 national 
recipients of the 2017 Diller Teen Tikkun Olam Awards. This 
recognition honors young individuals who show exemplary 
entrepreneurship. We are so proud of you, Gabriella!

Campaign Revenue
78%

Program
Revenue

22%
REVENUE

Program Revenue		 $637,183  	
Campaign Revenue		 $2,276,649  	
Total Revenue		 $2,913,831

EXPENSES
Program	Expenses	 	$1,558,414  	
General & Administrative		 $90,616
Fundraising  $122,506 *  	
Total	Expenses	 $1,771,535
* includes event sponsorships

Program Expenses
88%

General & 
Administrative

5%

Fundraising
7%



We are so fortunate to have an incredible roster of volunteers who con-
tinue to impress us. Volunteers groom, tack, lead, sidewalk, clean…
the list of tasks they are willing to assist with is never ending. Each 
volunteer greets our riders with a familiar face; many volunteers form 
long-lasting bonds with countless riders and each other. We would not 
be able to function as an organization, or be as successful as we have 
been in 2016, without the help of our amazing volunteers. 

 To the right, we recognize those volunteers who have contributed 
over 100 hours of service to Equestrian Connection in 2016. 

Jane Collins
Jeff Crouth
Karen Delott
Michael Delott
Marie Deutschman
Tara	Flanagan
Tony	Fritz
Jeannie	Frye
Vince Gianni

Diana Schnell – Executive Director
Equestrian Connection Board of Directors

Kara Kline – President
Peter Billmeyer (Past President)

Barry Katz – Legal
Lynn Simet – Secretary
Deb Price – Treasurer  

Mike Anderson . . . . . . . . . . Financial Committee
Karen Domitrovich. . . . . . Fundraising Committee
Mike Duffey . . . . . . . . . . . . . Financial Committee
Margot Peters  . . . . . . . . . Fundraising Committee  
Maggie Stewart. . . . . . . . Fundraising Committee
Harrell	Wittenstein . . . . . . . . . . . Strategic Planning
Lisa Zenni . . . . . . . . . . . . . Fundraising Committee

Volunteers — the Backbone of Our Organization!
Nicholas Gilbert
Melissa Giordano
Jason Gorchow
Dan Groeninger
Julia	Howard
Norm Johns
Lyric Kite
Mike Moorhead
Margot Peters

Kristin Puryear
Yvette Sanger
Priscilla Sperling
Bill Stewart
Eric	Weaver
Stacy	Weiss
Cindy	Westerman

Collaborative Partners Over the Years

600	N.	Bradley	Road,	Lake	Forest,	IL	60045
847.615.8696			•			www.equestrianconnection.org

Photography by Michael Delott, Leroy Koetz, Kayla McCraren 
Illustration	by	Tom	Demint	•	Design	by	Lyric	Kite

A special thanks to Sara Lessem, summer intern and  
employee, for her work in producing this report.

Thank you, EC horses! (Can you see the “EC” they made for you?)  


