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Sometimes, you have to look 
hard for stories.

This story arrived while 
sitting in a doctor’s office and 
overhearing another patient ex-
pressing her frustration about the 
delivery of 1,000 bags of wood 
shavings. That’s how I came to 
meet Jane Haven, who introduced 
me to a wonderful organization 
called Taking the Reins, which has 
played such a vital role in the life of 
a 22-year-old Los Angeles woman 
named Danielle Garcia.

Three stories in one column. All 
with one “hello.”

Haven was the woman with the 
wood shavings and explained that 
they were for the group. The orga-
nization has become a second ca-
reer for Haven, who was a psychol-
ogist for 30 years, and what a ride it 
has been for her.

“I go to work each day and im-
merse myself in nature, my beloved 
horses and the wonder and energy 
of youth,” said Haven, who grew 
up on a ranch in Colorado and has 
been an equestrian all her life. “My 
career as a psychologist was filled 
with very meaningful work. Now, I 
have witnessed meaningful growth 
and healing for many of the chil-
dren served in our program.”

Taking the Reins is based on 2.5 
acres of green space at 3919½ Rigali 
Road in Atwater Village, just south 
of the North Atwater Park and sev-
eral other stables. In its 20 years of 
existence, the program has allowed 
2,200 girls and young women ages 
8-18 to learn responsibility, absorb 
knowledge and even prepare for 
college while working with horses 
or in a large garden.

Many girls from South Pasa-
dena, Pasadena and Glendale have 
participated in Taking the Reins 
since it began in 1998 and it has 
partnered with many private and 
public schools in the San Gabriel 
Valley and around the city (with 
whom Haven has also consulted). 
It also offers workshops and has 
partnered with the Girl Scouts of 
America.

Most of the participants are 
from so-called “high-risk neigh-
borhoods” and 85% live below 
the poverty line and attend Title 1 

schools. Haven noted that the pro-
gram has parents who bring their 
children in Range Rovers, but most 
youngsters take a bus — or two — 
to participate in the after-school or 
weekend sessions, which last six 
weeks.

“A lot of the kids who come to 
us, they’ve never played in the dirt, 
never touched an animal, much 
less a horse,” Haven said. “The kids 
in this program have to be respon-
sible and they have to rise to the 
occasion, and that’s a wonderful 
thing to witness.”

Haven said that of the children 
who stay with the program two 
years or more — about 40% of the 
after-school and weekend program 
attendees — there is a 100% on-
time high school graduation rate. 
About 98% who apply to college 
get accepted, and most of those 
students are the first of their fam-
ilies to go to college. The list of 
schools is impressive — Stanford, 
Wellesley, schools all over Cali-
fornia and many others around the 
country.

Members of Taking the Reins are 
going to be marching in this year’s 
Rose Parade, at the invitation of the 
Arabian Horse Association.

“It’s a great thing to watch and 
gives me a wonderful optimism 
for the future,” said Haven, who 
was on the organization’s board 
of directors before becoming ex-
ecutive director in 2013, the same 
year the organization moved into 
its current location. “We attract a 
wide spectrum of girls of different 
levels of ability, but it’s the kind of 
program where they have a chance 
to make a difference.”

“We present learning in a 

hands-on, engaged physical way 
that allows us to address certain 
behaviors that are harder to help 
in a school setting,” she continued. 
“Then, when they go back to the 
classroom, they just participate 
more. They are more empowered.”

Haven, who lives in the North 
Hollywood/Valley Village area, 
talked about one girl who had 
problems with her temper. She 
eventually was given a role leading 
younger children, and the prob-
lems “lessened considerably.”

Working with the 13 horses is a 
focal point, but some of the girls 
really like working in the garden. 
These days, the 1.4-acre garden 
area is used to grow food to dis-
tribute in boxes to families, as well 
as a homeless shelter in Holly-
wood.

Danielle Garcia is one of those 
girls that Haven points to with 
pride. Now a semester away from 
graduating from the University of 
California, Santa Cruz, she started 
participating at Taking the Reins 
when she was 11 and sharing bunk 
beds in a Koreatown studio apart-
ment with her mom.

“I was an only child and left to 
my own devices,” Garcia recalled.

But she loved horses and 
learned about Taking the Reins 
after discovering that taking riding 
lessons typically cost more than 
she could possibly afford. So, she 
started taking the bus to attend 
Taking the Reins.

“I met so many people who 
changed my life,” Garcia said. “It 
became like my family. I never 
have been in a place compared to 
it. I grew up to become an advocate 
for myself and to become an ex-
ample to other girls.”

Garcia received a scholarship, to 
which she credits Haven’s connec-
tions, and she said Haven helped 
her get her expenses paid when 
she first moved to college. She has 
ridden for the college equestrian 
team and placed second nation-
ally. Garcia has also competed as 
a judge in a national Arabian horse 
show in Oklahoma City. It was the 
first time she’d been on an air-
plane.

“Doing the judging has really 
boosted my public speaking and 
my confidence,” she said.

Garcia is home now because of 
the pandemic and is working as an 
instructor.

“I see myself as a role model. A 
lot of the girls know my story,” she 
said. “I’ve gotten letters from them 
telling me how much they have 
progressed. They are really special 
to me.

“The girls told me that they 
might not have finished school, if 
they had not gotten in Taking the 
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Taking the Reins Steers Young Women on Right Path

Join us for Calvary’s Christmas Eve Service
at 5:00 pm on Friday, December 24th.

 
To ensure the health and safety of everyone, and to 

allow for appropriate social distancing, you must 
RSVP for the service by Thursday, December 23rd.

 
RSVP here:

https://calvarychristmaseve.rsvpify.com/

Watch online at www.cpcsouthpas.org or YouTube

Sacrament of Reconciliation (Confessions):  
Tuesday: 6:00 p.m. - 6:45 p.m.  & Saturday: 8:45 a.m. - 9:45 a.m.

Schedule of Masses:
Monday - Friday: 6:20 a.m. & 8:15 a.m.

Tuesday: 5:30 p.m. (followed by Adoration until 7:00 p.m.)
Saturday: 8:15 a.m. & 5:00 p.m. Vigil

Sunday: 6:30 a.m., 8:00 a.m.(tent), 9:30 a.m., 11:15 a.m., 12:45 p.m. & 5:30 p.m.

Reins,” Garcia added. “I saw myself 
in them.”

Columnist’s Note: For further in-
formation about participating in or 

donating to Taking the Reins, visit 
takingthereins.org, or call (323) 
906-1560. You can also tour the 
farm during visitation days or sign 
up to volunteer.
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After spending her teenage years in Taking the Reins, Danielle Garcia said 
she learned to be an advocate for herself and how to be a leader for other 
younger girls in the program.

Photo courtesy Bethany Harrington

Taking the Reins board member Gail Mills works with a group of kids during 
a horse show. The Atwater Village organization brings in area children, many 
from Title 1 schools, to learn the ropes and responsibilities of equestrian and 
outdoors lifestyle.

the middle and high schools.
Throughout the pandemic, the 

district also soldiered through a va-
riety of campus projects, including 
a revamped athletics footprint at 
South Pasadena High School that 
students enjoyed when sports also 
reconvened for compressed sea-
sons in the spring. The board also 
pulled the trigger on purchasing 
and moving its central office and 
finally offloading its longtime loca-
tion, a move that resulted in many 
sighs of relief.

“It’s hard to believe that a year 
ago that we were all in distance 
learning and we had to come 
back and bring all of our students 
and staff to school safely,” Kalra 
observed at Tuesday’s meeting. 
“We’ve come a long way.”

In reflecting on the year, Kalra 
specifically credited the district’s 
administration, faculty and staff 
— who work full-time and handle 

day-to-day operations, whereas 
the board handles broader policy 
and meets monthly.

“As much as we all felt burnt out, 
you show up to work every day and 
continue to do everything that’s 
needed to keep our schools going,” 
she said. “We have other jobs and 
other things we do, but our schools 
are really because of everything 
you guys put in. What we do here is 
really just a tiny tip of the iceberg.”

Board member Michele Kipke 
acknowledged that even while 
the board works collaboratively, it 
matters to have an effective pres-
ident, even if the position is cere-
monial.

“You have to have a leader, and 
we’ve had an extraordinary leader 
this year who has just kept us in 
sync, kept us focused and brought 
enormous empathy and compas-
sion and brilliance to this role,” she 
said. “Doing that in the midst of a 
pandemic is not fun or easy, but 
you made it look easy.”

Among other decisions Tuesday, 
the board also assigned liaisons to 

various other organizations. Robb 
and Kalra will be liaisons to the 
city; Karissa Adams will be liaison 
to the city’s Youth Commission; 
Martinez-Miller will be liaison to 
the Council PTA Special Needs 
Committee; Robb and Adams will 
be liaisons to the Five Star Educa-
tion Coalition; and Kipke will be 
liaison to the L.A. County Com-
mittee on School District Organi-
zation.

Per tradition, gifts were ex-
changed by the incoming and 
outgoing board presidents. Robb 
gifted Kalra a copy of “Carry On: 
Reflections for a New Generation” 
by the late Congressman John 
Lewis — “an individual who I think 
provides such wisdom,” Robb said. 
In turn, Kalra brought books for 
her four colleagues — “Wherever 
You Go, There You Are” by Jon Ka-
bat-Zinn.

“I think with all the social emo-
tional learning and all that we have 
all been through and continue to 
go through,” Kalra said, “there is a 
lot of wisdom in this book.”
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