TAKING THE REINS: PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE 
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Taking the Reins is a community-based 501(c) (3) nonprofit organization serving adolescent girls in Los Angeles. In eleven years, Taking the Reins (TTR) has served 1,000 girls, empowering them to be strong, confident and courageous.

OUR MISSION
Taking the Reins inspires underserved girls facing the challenges of adolescence in high-risk environments. Teens develop self-esteem, teamwork, responsibility and leadership skills principally through learning to ride and care for horses. 

“The emancipation of women may have begun not with the vote, nor in the cities where women marched and carried signs and protested but rather when they mounted a good horse and realized how different and fine the view. From the back of a horse, the world looked wider.” —Joyce Gibson Roach, The Cowgirls
OUR HISTORY

Founded in 1998, Taking the Reins’ first home was at The Paddock Riding Club, an equestrian facility in the Atwater Village neighborhood of Los Angeles. Our humble beginnings included five horses and a horse stall we converted into a classroom. In November of 2008, Taking the Reins made a significant move to a new location next door to the Paddock—we now reside in a dedicated facility on 2 ½ acres of land with a 100-year-old barn, bordered by the Los Angeles River. Taking the Reins offers a beautiful rural setting to urban girls just minutes from their day-to-day city environment. 
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“Teens learn about horses and riding when they come to Taking the Reins, and in doing so, they learn even more about themselves and each other. They learn to stay focused on the present but to plan for the future; they learn to trust the horse and trust themselves as leaders; they learn to go forward without a guarantee of the outcome. They exercise their bodies and develop their physical strength. These skills can help them throughout their lives when making decisions and acting as leaders. In just a few short weeks, these girls develop a sense of confidence. They begin to stand a little taller and hold their heads a little higher.” —Judith Hopkins, Executive Director of TTR

OUR GIRLS 

We serve girls from schools and organizations in the local community and have had a five-year partnership with the Los Angeles Unified School District’s Beyond the Bell Branch to provide our curriculum to students who are “off track.” Our girls come from low-income families that live in high-density neighborhoods with limited access to resources; often Taking the Reins is the only enrichment program they have and offers girls a healthy, fun, supervised activity that would otherwise not be available to them. We provide transportation to and from community schools in the Taking the Reins van. 
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                                                                         OUR PROGRAMS
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The heart and soul of Taking the Reins has been our Riding Program, which offers our teens the experience of learning to care for and ride a horse. Girls are taught how to lead, groom, and saddle and unsaddle the horse. They then learn the basics of western riding using proper hand, seat, leg and voice commands. 

· Girls from local middle schools participate in weekday classes with one lesson per week for eight weeks. 

· The Weekend Riding Program operates on Saturday and Sunday. It is available to any girl who completes the initial 8-week day program and to all girls ages 11-18 throughout LA County. Including girls from all neighborhood and socio-economic groups adds to the strength of our programs. This diversity enriches the lives of the teens we serve. 

“I love the sound of the horse trotting because it has a nice beat to it. Being in the arena with your horse is the best feeling in the world. Riding is great; you feel unstoppable and so in control.” —Harmony, TTR participant, age 15.
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In 2005, we expanded our efforts to our program to include a Learning Center that offers an array of creative arts and science classes in conjunction with the Riding Program so our teens can complement, examine and express and their Taking the Reins experiences. These courses are taught by visiting authors, artists, and graduate students from the California Institute of the Arts. They include:

· The Creative Writing Program is an eight-week curriculum designed to teach writing skills and spark the girls’ continuing interest in reading and writing. Girls experiment with many forms of creative writing such as journaling, poetry, autobiography, and fiction. These classes are taught by graduate students from and by visiting authors. Creative writing allows us to help each girl find her own voice.  Finding one’s voice–literally and figuratively–is intricately linked to the [image: image6.jpg]


Taking the Reins process. 

· The Equine Science class introduces teens to science and health concepts. The girls learn about horse behavior, anatomy, and nutrition, as well as physical fitness and reproduction. The class interacts with horse-care professionals such as veterinarians and farriers to see science in real-life terms.
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The Digital Photography class encourages teens to examine the various ways photographs create meaning in our society and encourages them to produce their own images using a digital camera. They also learn to use digital technology to edit and manipulate these images on a computer.

Riding and Learning Center Programs are offered on an ongoing basis in 8-week sessions. Girls who attend TTR begin their day at 9am and stay until 4pm. They take Learning Center Programs in the morning and the Riding Program is offered during the afternoon.

OUR FUNDING

Taking the Reins currently operates at an annual budget of $422,000. Our programs are offered at no, or very low cost, to participants. Our revenue sources come from foundation and corporate grants, individual gifts and special event fundraisers.  

“The best thing about horses is feeling good about being the leader. When you ride them, you feel tall, strong, and relaxed with the wind hitting your face. Caring for them is hard but it is all worth it. I want to learn everything they teach us at the stables and to master the things I could not do today.” —Alexis, age 11
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OUR COMMUNITY

Run by a committed Board of Directors and a small, dedicated staff, Taking the Reins harnesses the good will of an outstanding volunteer community. Each year, we host three special events that function as successful fundraisers in addition to being festive, warm-hearted events where guests come to know our work, our students, and our setting. 

The Family Day Barbeque features a riding demonstration by our girls, who expertly execute drill team maneuvers, after weeks of weekend practice. We honor our donors and volunteers at our annual Wine & Cheese Reception in the summer, and host a Valentine’s Day Dinner in our magical old barn with food cooked by a local chef and served by the girls. All of these events provide opportunities for volunteers and new supporters to become involved with Taking the Reins.  

“All the prejudices at school and other places, we don’t have that here. There are no cliques like at school. It’s better...there’s no judgment. I go to the older girls here at Taking the Reins for advice or to the adults who teach us. It’s like a family—this is your home.” –Leah, TTR participant, age 15. 

OUR URBAN FARM:
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For years, it has been our goal to establish a working farm for urban girls to expand our reach in empowering girls. The move to our new facility allows us the space to finally make this dream a reality. A constant refrain we hear from the girls in our programs is “how can I spend more time here?” The farm is our answer to their energetic cries: it will be a place where the girls not only continue our equine-based educational program, but also become stewards of the land, growing and tending to an organic garden. It will immerse the girls in the natural world and allow them to interact in unprecedented ways with the environment, including our nearby Los Angeles River. Most importantly, it will provide them with more contact hours here at Taking the Reins, expanding our current educational offerings and giving them a place to literally grown their futures. With the establishment of this farm, we are also planting the seeds of opportunities for our girls through partnerships and collaborations with other educational and community organizations and businesses. 

OUR IMPACT:

There is an exercise we do with all new riders to teach them the verbal command to stop a horse. Each girl must practice saying “whoa,” so that everyone else can hear her. At first, we hear whispered, mumbled, hesitant “whoas.” But eventually, a clear and confidant “WHOA” is uttered. On a practical level, this is about being able to stop the horse, but on a deeper level, it is also about finding the voice and power to control what may seem larger than the self. Often girls say that the hardest part of learning to ride is “steering the horse.” Taking the Reins equips them to steer more than a 1000-pound animal, it teaches them to “take the reins” of their lives and steer it in the direction they wish to go.

“When I am riding I can feel freedom. Taking the Reins is a place that lets us experience miracles with horses.” —Maddy, TTR participant, age 14.

The majority of the girls we serve first come to Taking the Reins when they are in middle school; many stay with us through high school. These girls are often shy, awkward 11-year olds when they arrive; we see them transform into confident young women. 

We offer teen girls an opportunity to develop a positive sense of self by valuing their physical strength and creative abilities; working cooperatively with each other and the horses; and recognizing and appropriately using their own power. We give them a place to dream and grow and equip them with the skills they need to achieve. Mostly directly, we teach them to care about horses, the earth, themselves, and each other.

In one creative arts class, the girls reflected on their work that combined writing and digital photography.  What were they doing that was new?


“We are stopping to see details.”

“We are expressing what we like, and what we care about, and what our names are, how we feel, and what our dreams are, and what’s inside our imaginations.”

“We are making mistakes that turn out not to be bad…but turn out to be interesting photographs!”

“Instead of looking at something and forgetting it, we write it down and take pictures.”

“We are not being girls who don’t care!”

What Taking the Reins Does for Girls:





Provides a safe place for girls to be physically active.


Exposes girls to a positive activity that expands their horizons and encourages self-expression.


Encourages teamwork among a diverse group of students.


Emphasizes building healthy relationships—with humans and horses.


Teaches conflict resolution and communication skills.


Develops physical, emotional and intellectual courage.


Builds self-esteem at a time when teens need it most.


Allows girls to feel success in a non-academic environment. 


Helps girls identify and attain goals through hard work and discipline.


Makes mentorship a priority with a high staff to participant ratio.


Puts girls in leadership positions.


Gives girls a stable community they can keep coming back to!








A Few of the Challenges Our Girls Face: 


Most TTR participants attend one of the three biggest middle schools in Los Angeles. The likelihood of these girls to graduate from high school is appallingly low. One in three LAUSD students drop out before graduation; the majority drop out in 9th or 10th grade, which means middle school experiences are crucial to keeping kids in school.


Almost half of LAUSD middle-school students do not feel safe at school, and 13 percent have carried a weapon onto school property. Feeling unsafe perpetuates violence as youth join gangs and become aggressors. The threats they feel dealing with daily life prohibit them from focusing on personal growth and education.


Residents of Los Angeles’s District 13, where most TTR participants live, have the least amount of green space in the city and the obesity rate among kids is nearly 30 percent.


71 percent of LAUSD 7th graders report that they lack a caring relationship with a teacher or other adult at school. A recent report for the United Way of Greater Los Angeles concluded, “The support of a caring adult is critical to the success of middle school students, but very few have it.”





Open Space for the Next Generation of Girls





We had our sights set on the barn and its land for a long time, not only because we wanted to preserve the open space but also because we knew it offered an unprecedented opportunity for Taking the Reins. Here, we can create a sustainable urban farm, run by and for girls that will preserve the land from future developments and give LA girls much needed green space. The farm serves TTR participants today and for generations of girls to come by preserving the land and making it an even more special place.





The Results of Taking the Reins:


After participating in TTR, 69 percent of girls felt more prepared to return to school; 77 percent were more comfortable speaking in front of a group; and 77 percent had the confidence to learn new skills.


Our girls have graduated from high school and were accepted into major colleges, including UC Santa Cruz, UCLA, and UC-Berkeley.














