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the Pasadena area Chapter 
of national Charity league 

celebrated the 2018 senior tick-
tockers at the recent rose Gala 
Presentation Ball at the Millen-
nium Biltmore hotel in los an-
geles. 

More than 300 guests attended 
the formal presentation of 18 se-
nior ticktockers to friends and 
family in the Biltmore’s Crystal 

Ballroom. this nCl tradition, 
emceed by Mark Kim, included 
an introduction of each girl’s 
mother and escort followed by 
the presentation of each young 
woman as she stepped through a 
floral-laden arch created by drew 
domenghini of Patterson’s topi-
aries.

again this year, each tick-
tocker was gifted and wore an 

nCl medallion from Mimi et Cie 
and then swept around the ball-
room on the arm of her father or 
escort while the orchestra played 
a song selected by each young 
woman. after a group curtsy from 
the ballroom’s balconies, the pre-
sentees joined their fathers or 
escorts on the dance floor for 

Graduation day was just around the 
corner for about 70 seniors at learning 

Works Charter school, but there were still 
projects and chapters to complete, papers to 
turn in, and the tense, palpable energy in the 
school’s “factory” room reflected as much. 

heads bent, papers spread out, pens and 
highlighters at the ready; it could have been 
a snapshot into any high school study hall 
before finals. But at this alternative Pasadena 
school for students in grades 9-12, the stakes 
are much higher.

For some, if they don’t graduate this time, 
it’s not ever going to happen.

“It’s just the way it goes in poverty; life gets 
too hard and it takes over,” said learning 
Works founder/Ceo Mikala rahn, describing 
the end-of-year push as “frantic,” to help kids 
get their diplomas.

Most students at learning Works are 
dropouts or were expelled from mainstream 
school. Many work full time or have babies 
of their own. the kids have faced really tough 
obstacles, “ridiculously hard” backgrounds 
for such short lives, to get even as far as they 

have at school, said rahn, who, with a bus-
tling energy that people say is typical, took 
time out to give a tour of the school.

“this is what we call our ‘organized 
chaos,’” she said, showing off an enormous 
white board of subjects on a recent tour of 

Learning Works Gives Kids  
Last Shot at High School Diploma
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stars supporters attend  
‘rebranding launch’

Jim and Lori Howe, David and Mary Sue Scheidler, Bill Podley, and Joyce and Cliff Penner  
were among the supporters who attended the rebranding launch of Stars (formerly known as 
Lake Avenue Community Foundation). The faith-based organization “unleashes the God-given 
potential of children, youth and families in vulnerable areas of Pasadena by providing the tools 
necessary to thrive academically, emotionally and spiritually.” Extensive coverage  
will appear in next week’s Outlook.

recognized as one of the nation’s 
largest and longest-running 

Fourth of July fireworks shows, the 
92nd americaFest celebration will 
be presented at the rose Bowl on 
Wednesday, July 4, with a spec-
tacular nighttime display of more 
than a ton of fireworks. 

thousands of special-effects 
fireworks will be launched from 
the stadium as part of the day-
long, family-friendly extravaganza 
featuring entertainment that will 
include recent “american Idol” 
winner Maddie Poppe performing 
a Michael Jackson tribute sing-
along.

americaFest, presented by 
honda, is a rose Bowl stadium 
tradition and the longest-running 
Fourth of July show in California. 
rialto-based Pyro spectaculars 
by souza will again produce the 
southland’s largest fireworks show. 

“you really get to be part of a 
larger-than-life show that trans-
forms the evening sky into a 
shower of explosive lights and 
colors,” said darryl dunn, the rose 
Bowl’s general manager. “this year 
we have some surprises that will 
deliver many ‘oohs’ and ‘ahs.’”

doors open at 5:30 p.m., perfor-
mances begin at 7, and fireworks 
begin at 9.

a Family Fun Zone outside the 
stadium will open in the afternoon 
and offers food vendors, entertain-
ment, crafts, exhibits and inflat-
able rides for the kids. 

tickets can be purchased through 
ticketmaster at (800) 745-3000 or 
ticketmaster.com and are priced at 
$15 for general admission and $30 
for reserved. Children 5 years and 
younger are admitted free. 

For more information, visit 
rosebowlamericafest.com.

Rose Bowl’s  
AmericaFest Is July 4
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Learning Works founder/CEO Mikala Rahn 
(left) has worked with Pasadena Community 
Foundation President/CEO Jennifer DeVoll for 
years. PCF recently granted Learning Works 
$25,000 to open a cafe for youth job training.

See NCL, page 10
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The Pasadena Area Chapter of National Charity League presented the 2018 senior Ticktockers at its recent Rose 
Gala, including (front row, from left) Elizabeth Dick, Anne Evans, Lila Weithas, Hailey Belcher, Kathryn Arnold 
and Emily Hornberger. Middle row: Emma Marcussen, Alysse Urbach, Madison Reed, Bianca Domenghini, Molly 
Hornberger and Courtney Rasic. Back: Madeline Pernecky, Shea O’Hearn, Maureen Lewis, Payton Tomkins, 
Georgia Vagim and Caroline Diehl. See additional photos, page 10. 

NCL Pasadena Holds Senior 
Presentation Rose Gala

See LEARNING, page 28
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the school’s main facility in east 
Pasadena. there is also a satel-
lite location in Boyle heights at 
homeboy Industries.

over the past 10 years, rahn has 
developed an educational model 
that combines academic inter-
vention and tutoring, with wrap-
around social support services. 
those supports may include case 
management, counseling, supple-
mental food and clothing services, 
and when possible, housing.

her methods are working. since 
she launched the school in 2008, 
the Pasadena high school dropout 
rate has been whittled down to 
9.4% in 2017 from 24.6%, due in 
great part to learning Works and 
rahn’s inventive “radical” strate-
gies, as she calls them. In total, they 
have graduated 860 local students 
who otherwise never would have 
had a chance.

“I realize now that these are 
not students the normal system 
can handle. I also think they were 
pushed out for sure, but also, it was 
impossible for them to stay in; their 
lives are just a mess,” she said.

rahn, whose silenced phone 
was buzzing nonstop, shared a few 
stories. one of her students was the 
victim of a domestic abuse case, 
and the accused was also a fellow 
student. Many of the kids are couch 
surfing, and others, just simply 
homeless.

at that moment, rahn was 
fielding texts, trying to get a girl to 
come back in to finish and grad-
uate, noting, “she’s so close.” But 
the girl’s mother just died, after 
the student had lost her dad a few 
years back. the young woman, 
amid everything else, was trying 
to raise money for funeral costs. 
Maybe, with the help of her tutor, 

they could sell some food items at 
a memorial service.

“tell her I’ll give her $500 if she 
graduates,” rahn texted. 

she put the phone down. “We 
run on funeral costs around here,” 
she said, trying to explain. “there’s 
someone dying around here every 
few weeks; a friend, a relative … 
someone’s baby.”

one young man, just after grad-
uating last year, lost his 4-year-old 
son to a drive-by shooting in Pasa-
dena.

“try going to an open-casket 
funeral for a 4-year-old,” rahn re-
called, tearing up. “But that’s the 
kind of stuff we’re exposed to here. 
It can be just terrible.” 

Launching  
Learning Works

Before launching learning 
Works, rahn ran an educational 
research consulting firm out of 
the same location in 2005. Called 
Public Works, it is still successfully 
run out of the building. rahn was 
hired by public school districts to 
study social issues, high school 
dropout factors and some of the 
mitigation efforts to retain kids. 
With a doctorate from uC Berkeley 
and two master’s degrees, she had 
already acquired extensive re-
search methods and experience 
in large-scale statewide evalua-
tions of educational programs. 
(When asked about her degrees, 
rahn waved dismissively, laughing, 
her signature big-throated laugh. 
“sure, I’ve got all those degrees … 
they don’t matter now.”)

as part of the study, rahn was 
holding tutoring sessions and 
began to meet some higher-risk 
kids. she also mentored a young 
man at Pasadena high school, 
who had been stabbed and “had all 
kinds of issues.” then the ripple ef-

fect began. she met his friends, and 
then their cousins. they all needed 
help in school, and they all needed 
transportation or food. they 
needed a lot to continue in school.

“they all kind of saw me as this 
weird white lady, but who was 
feeding people and helping out,” 
she said, laughing. 

soon, kids were eating at her 
dining room table and sleeping 
on her couches, living right along 
with her own children. she calls the 
period of time “a total wilderness 
chapter.” But rahn learned; she 
saw that with consistent support, 
she could get them to graduate.

“I saw that if I worked at it, I 
could graduate these kids who 
were entering my life — if I stopped 
my life, really dedicated the time to 
it and do what they needed, I could 
get them to finish school,” she said. 
“that is what really prompted me 
to look for new solutions within the 
district to do this.

“I know I cannot fix all their 
problems right now, even if I want 
to. and in my case, I’m an educator; 
the only real skill set I have is to get 
them a diploma, so that’s what I’m 
going do,” rahn said. “Because at 
least it’s still a chance. It is still sta-
tistically significant in employment 
and life outcomes to have that di-
ploma.”

The chasers

among the things that make 
learning Works unique and are key 
to its success, are “the chasers,” lit-
erally what rahn learned to do at 
the beginning — offer rides to and 
from school and keep track of the 
students.

“I would look at our list of 
kids and say, ‘What happened to 
Johnny?’ and no one would know, 
and I’d say, ‘Well, we can’t just lose 
Johnny!’ and that’s how the chasers 
came to be.”

rahn hired young people, often 
from the same background and 
neighborhoods as the students 
themselves, to chase students to 
the school to complete their work. 
the chasers often go into houses, 
bedrooms and personal spaces, 
even tracking down the kids 
through relatives or friends. While 
all learning Works students are at 
the school because they want to 
get their diploma, it doesn’t mean 
that they wouldn’t rather sleep in, 
hang out with their friends or re-
vert to other bad habits they de-
veloped as dropouts. the chasers 
help keep them accountable, of-
fering a nudge, some encourage-
ment or a listening ear. the job 
entails coaching, mentoring and 
tutoring. 

“all my chasers have gotten ad-
dicted to doing good,” rahn noted, 
introducing a typical tutor and stu-
dent.

Matthew solis, 20, was studying 
with the help of his chaser/tutor 

Jose velasquez just three days be-
fore graduation.

solis previously attended John 
Muir and then rose City high 
school, before he got kicked out. 
Working full time now at the al-
tadena Country Club as a line chef, 
solis said he finally decided it was 
time to get his diploma.

“Well, I’m a three-time se-
nior,” solis noted, with velasquez 
chiming in, “yeah, but he’s a really 
good senior!”

solis, chuckling, said that al-
though school has been hard, he 
knows he’ll have a better chance 
at jobs with a high school diploma. 
he’d like to continue as a chef, and 
maybe even open his own restau-
rant one day.

“at first I kept flunking out, but 
then I decided I’m just gonna get 
it done,” he said, noting that velas-
quez has been there for him along 
the way, adding, “Plus, he’s making 
me do it.”

velasquez smiled, nodding in 
agreement: “hey, I’ve invested a lot 
of time and effort into you.” 

cycLe of poverTy

one of the biggest challenges 
facing students who drop out is 
housing, rahn noted. Many are 
couch surfers and move from one 
home to another; some are home-
less or get kicked out of their family 
home. But the trickle-down ef-
fect of high housing costs and the 
ensuing crises for young people is 
real.

“there is no difference between 
an 18-year-old who goes home-
less and a 52-year-old man,” she 
said, noting alternative, low-cost 
housing for adult students is non-
existent. “If you don’t have stable 
housing, you can’t function. you 
can’t get a job, you can’t study, how 
do you even stay safe?”

one of her current employees, 
who is a single mom, qualified for 
section 8 housing, but couldn’t 
find any available in Pasadena and 
had to move to lynwood. she now 
commutes by bus to bring her child 
to school and work.

“Poverty is so much work; it’s 
just exhausting to be poor and to 
keep it going from the one meal 
to the next, it’s just so tiring,” rahn 
noted.

destinee harding, 18, who was 
also “cramming” to graduate, said 
she dropped out at Muir after 
she was evicted with her mom 
from their apartment. she started 
working full time at Mcdonald’s, 
and then moved in with her boy-
friend. soon realizing she couldn’t 
work full time and go to school, her 
teachers recommended harding 
come to learning Works.

harding, who loves to write, said 
someday she’d like to study jour-
nalism.

“I do my best to improve my 
writing, I hope to go to Pasadena 

City College someday, but first I 
need to save and get a car,” said 
harding, who had to find a new 
place to live later that night. on top 
of finishing school work to grad-
uate, she had to retrieve her things 
from her boyfriend’s place and see 
if she could stay with her grandma.

rahn highlighted kids such as 
harding, who want to work hard, 
but don’t have the job skill training 
to tide her over to college. this is 
quickly becoming her new area of 
focus.

“the high school diploma on its 
own isn’t enough,” she said. “We 
need more pathways into post-
secondary education. We need 
simpler pathways for them to get 
higher-wage jobs.” 

homeboy indusTries  
coLLaboraTion

In a major move to bring pro-
fessional job training to students 
of learning Works Charter school 
locally, rahn, homeboy Indus-
tries and First united Methodist 
Church have joined forces to bring 
homeboy youth Cafe and homegirl 
Catering to Pasadena. 

the cafe may open by fall, with 
food being provided by homegirl 
Catering, which will move opera-
tions to the onsite kitchen later in 
2019. the cafe will be located next 
door to the Methodist Church at 
500 e. Colorado Blvd.

Pasadena Community Founda-
tion, at its recent annual local he-
roes celebration, granted $25,000 
to help the collaboration start up 
the cafe. 

“I’ve been a long-time admirer 
of Mikala,” said foundation Presi-
dent/Ceo Jennifer devoll, noting 
that PCF was impressed with the 
collaborative nature of the cafe. 
“she cares so deeply about these 
kids and has interacted with them 
in such a personal and loving way. 
she’s created this culture of third 
and fourth chances for kids who’ve 
never had that in their lives.”

the cafe will serve to provide 
food-service job training to stu-
dents enrolled at learning Works. 
the job training will be designed 
to help students maintain gainful 
employment while they study to 
graduate from high school, and 
provide transitional employment 
to students already graduated. all 
profits will go back to the students 
and programs at learning Works.

arlin Crane, vice president of so-
cial enterprise at homeboy Indus-
tries, has worked closely with rahn 
to develop the idea for the cafe, 
noting how excited the partners are 
to begin the enterprise.

learning Works and homeboy 
have had a close collaboration for 
years, and rahn earlier this year 
became chief of education for 
homeboy Industries.

“this is much more than giving 
youth jobs; it’s giving them a home, 
it’s giving youth a place to go and 
giving them work-ready skills, a 
place to show them they are loved, 
so they don’t go down the wrong 
path,” Crane said, noting that 
rahn’s tough-love strategies have 
been important in reaching the 
students at learning Works.

“not only does she have incred-
ible passion, but she does not give 
up, not ever, on these kids. she will 
chase down students, take them 
home with her. she’s this amazing 
kind of butt-kicker,” Crane said. 
“and she gets them when they’re 
young and still have a chance at 
school. When you see that, you say, 
wow, Mikala rahn just broke that 
cycle. and that’s our goal. It’s to 
break that poverty cycle.”
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Destinee Harding is working hard to finish her work on time to graduate 
from Learning Works.

OUTLOOK photo

Matthew Solis (left) studies with his Learning Works chaser/tutor Jose Velasquez, 
trying to finish his work to graduate and receive his high school diploma.


