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Getting to Know Roxanne Raksnys
Roxanne has been instructing classes for our
recreational riding program for children with
disabilities since 2015. She brings a wealth
of experience in many areas, including:
therapeutic riding, dressage, jumping, and
eventing. She has been very involved with
United States Pony Club as an Instructor and
Examiner. Before joining our team, Roxanne
was head instructor and horse manager
for Ride On Therapeutic Horsemanship, as
well as a professional groom on the Grand
Prix FEI dressage circuit. Her resume also
includes: firefighter, EMT, and water polo
coach. She is a good person to have at your
next poolside bonfire.
The following interview has been edited for
length and clarity.

another equestrian field. So I answered
an ad on the internet for a position with a
therapeutic riding center.
I hadn’t had any experience working with
anybody with special needs or disabilities,
let alone doing that on horses. But I felt
confident as far as the horse part of it, so
they trained me by having me job shadow
their instructors. I also completed the North
American Riding for the Handicapped
Association’s course and received
certification.
I got to work with a lot of the therapists
who worked there with the kids, in other
words, instead of going to their office to

have their therapy session they held the
session at the barn on a horse. Just by
watching how they positioned children on
the horses differently, or asked questions
in different ways, was educational for me.
I could then incorporate those techniques
into my own teaching.
How did your horse Steele become a
therapy horse?
At the equestrian therapy center in southern
California, most of our horses were donated.
In order to qualify as a therapy horse,
however, we put them through a 30-day
boot camp that included having a rider be
purposely off balance and see if the horse

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
How, when and why did you become
interested in therapeutic horsemanship?
There was a small therapeutic riding center
down the road from the barn that I grew
up riding at when I was a teenager in Pony
Club. I would sometimes volunteer. Then
they moved to another barn where my
friend boarded her horse, so we volunteered
again. By the time I was in my 20’s and
a graduate of Pony Club, I was training,
competing, and teaching dressage, jumping,
and eventing. But I wanted to explore

continued on next page
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Getting to Know Roxanne Raksnys – continued
if he knew what animal one
of the beanie babies was. He
said: “Black-striped anteater!”
Luckily his mother was right
there, too. She was sitting
on a bench right outside the
arena. The mom was crying
and I was shocked. After
that point, his speech started
to improve. But I got to
experience him speaking his
first words, ever.
would stay quiet, while having a person
kicking their legs or moving their hands a lot.
We even played a radio from the horse’s
back, touched them with pool noodles,
threw balls on and off, letting the balls
hit them lightly. We exposed the horse
to poles and bridges, beanie babies, and
rings, assuring that the horse was solid and
non-reactive. We also did hippotherapy in
the program, so we had to teach the horse
how to long line and make sure they were
comfortable with having someone walking
behind them, as well as having people next
to them and a person on their back. We
really put them through the wringer before
they qualified as a therapy horse.
Steele was just a ranch horse that we had
gotten from South Dakota for my mom to
trail ride with my sister and me. He had all
the characteristics that you look for in a
therapy horse. He has a great character and
I thought he could also be a good teacher
for some of the riders. Because a horse can
teach a rider a lot besides balance, such
as confidence and trust. He passed the
test and was a therapy horse down south
for three years, and now he’s been here
at Westwind for almost two years. He’s a
rockstar.
What are the most dramatic therapeutic
results you’ve witnessed between horse
and rider?
I have seen a lot of amazing things happen.
One incident stands out in my mind. I had
a severely autistic student I’d been working
with for months. He didn’t talk. We
communicated non-verbally and with sign
language. He was 11 years old. We were
playing with beanie babies and I asked him

Here’s another one: I’ve had several
students who started class in wheelchairs
and then after a few months, or a few
years, depending on the severity of their
disability, they started showing up with
crutches, and then eventually just with
braces on their legs, and then got to the
point where they were able to walk up the
ramp and get on the horse. You know, a
horse can transform your life.

different way you have to use your body
to balance yourself, or even, for example,
when we’re playing games and students
need to reach and grab a beanie baby off
a pole, or drop a beanie baby in a bucket
on the ground, then turn sideways and
give a high five to their partner. That’s all
stretching and using core muscles to center
on the horse once you’re done stretching or
leaning. The children don’t realize that while
they’re playing games they’re strengthening
their core, using their bodies, using their
muscles, using their legs in ways they’re not
able to if they’re in a wheelchair or sitting
or walking with braces. Through playing
musical stalls, they also use their cognitive
skills; they hear the music and then there’s a
task that needs to happen, problem solving.
It’s physical exercise and it’s a therapy
session, just – you’re on a horse.
What are your favorite things about
being part of the riding program?
My favorite things are, of course, all the
volunteers and students and horses. And
then my other favorite thing is being a
part of a program that can provide a way
for the students to feel self-reliant and
independent. I try to encourage them to
think that when they’re on horseback
there’s nothing they are asked to do that
they can’t do. The whole team is there
to support them and the horses bring
whatever the rider needs to be successful.
What would you most like to see our
riders accomplish in 2018?

Since becoming instructor of our
recreational riding program, you’ve
gradually introduced new and more
challenging activities into the classes.
Could you explain why you chose them
and what benefits they might
offer riders?
What I’m trying to build in each of the
riders is balance, strength, and confidence.
Almost everybody, eventually, can sit on
a horse in the basic positions. But once
you get up in two-point, you’re not in the
saddle anymore; that’s a whole different
feeling. That’s a whole different set of
muscles that you’re using. That’s a whole

I want to see if some of our more
experienced riders can ride on their own
a bit. And I would really love to get a drill
team together and perform at an event, like
the barn lighting, so people could see what
the program does. That would be fun, but
mainly my goal for 2018 is to have more
independent riders.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
For more information about Roxanne and
Victoria Dye Equestrian, visit http://www.
victoriadyeequestrian.com/Trainers.php

A message from Song, a former student.
Westwind 4-H has always been very close to my heart. I
might be a college senior 3000 miles away in Boston, but
those Thursdays with Cinders were some of the highlights of
my high school education.
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I’m currently at Emerson College, set to graduate undergrad
in May 2018. Last summer, I used many of the same
communication skills that I learned at Westwind to work for
my favorite baseball team, the San Francisco Giants. I hope
that the program continues to thrive in the future and will
help a myriad of young children to be proud of themselves
and their strengths as people.

First day of my baseball adventure and
walking onto the field from the area that
Barry Bonds held down for 14 seasons,
the 399 feet marker left field.
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2017 Halloween Trick-or-Treat ride.

Eight-year-old twins Molly and Kenna came dressed as firefighters.
Roxanne Raksnys, our instructor and a former firefighter,
demonstrates the finer points of how to rock the helmet.

VOLUNTEER SPOTLIGHT
Judy Lookabill
Judy’s interest in horses goes back
to her teenage years in the midwest
where she owned her first horse, a
three-gated mare named Penny. Even
though her education and career
took her away from the world of
horses, she never lost her passion
for riding nor love of the animals.
Upon her retirement in 2004 she sought out the Westwind
4-H program as a way to combine her love of horses with
meaningful volunteering with children. Within 2 years she
became a sponsor of our 4-H horse, Cinders, and started
riding him weekly, as well as continuing her work as a
Thursday program volunteer. In 2005 she became a member
of the WRI Board of Directors and has served as the Board
Secretary since that time. She also coordinates the grant
writing arm of the fundraising efforts for the organization.
Grants are essential to our program’s day-to-day operations.
Westwind 4-H is extremely fortunate to have volunteers like
Judy, who for many years continue to give unselfishly to the
program.
“The Westwind 4-H riding program is an amazing gift to
the riders and to us as volunteers. It continues to inspire
us all, year after year.”

Thank You for Your Support
The Westwind Riding Institute (WRI)
and Westwind 4-H Riding for the
Handicapped Program would like to
thank the following foundations,
organizations and companies for their
charitable contributions.
Adobe Systems, Inc.
United Methodist Church Children’s
Center, Los Altos
Clipped Wings SFO Peninsula
Flora Family Foundation
Kiwanis Club of Los Altos
Kiwanis Club of Mountain View
Los Altos Rotary Club
Los Altos Community Foundation
Menlo Park Live Oak Lions Club
Northwood Design Partners, Inc
PARC, a Xerox Company
Patricia P. Greenhood Trust

Silicon Valley Association of Realtors (SILVAR)
Symantec
The Chou Family
The Kaplan Family
The LaPlanche Family
Westwind 4-H Riding for the Handicapped
Program would like to acknowledge the
significant role played by the Town of
Los Altos Hills, both in our founding
and our continued operation over the
years. Without the Town’s continued
support both materially and otherwise,
this program would not be possible. We’d
also like to thank the following: Victoria
Dye Equestrian for equine and volunteer
resources in our programs; as well as
the many individual donors who have
contributed so generously over the years.

Consider making a year-end gift
donation. Your assistance, no matter
how large or small is welcomed to
sustain our program. There are several
ways to contribute: check, stock or
employer matching, eScript and we
now accept donations through PayPal.

Do you purchase products from
Amazon? Consider making your next
purchase through AmazonSmile and
Amazon will make a donation to the
Westwind Riding Institute – at no cost
to you.

2018 Class Schedule
If you are interested in volunteering or
enrolling your child as a rider, call
(650) 947-8680 and leave a message.
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Save the Date:
Sat. March 31, 2018
Join us for our annual
barn and garden clean up.
9:00 am – 12:00 pm.
Snacks and beverages
will be served.

WINTER
Orientation: Saturday,
January 6 (Noon)

Mondays 4:00 pm
January 8, 22, 29
February 5, 12, 26
March 5, 12, 19, 26

Thursdays, 4:00 pm
January 11, 18, 25
February 1, 8, 15, 22
March 1, 8, 15

SPRING
Orientation: Saturday,
March 21 (Noon)

Mondays 4:00 pm
April 2, 9, 16, 23, 30
May 7, 14, 21		
June 5		

Thursdays, 4:00 pm
April 5, 12, 19, 26
May 3, 10, 17, 24, 31

SUMMER
Orientation: Saturday,
July 7 (Noon)

Mondays 7:00 pm
July 9, 16, 23, 30

Fall 2018 schedule will be posted on our website by August 14.
Westwind 4-H Newsletter is published by
Westwind 4-H. Its purpose is to inform friends
and supporters about Westwind 4-H activities
and events. The University of California, in
accordance with applicable Federal and State
Law and University policy does not discriminate
on the basis of race, religion, color, national
origin, sex, mental or physical handicap, or age
in any of its programs or activities.
Our newsletter was designed and produced by
4-H volunteers; Jan Davis, Suzanne Doyle, and
Nancy Couperus. Photos by Jitze Couperus, and
other contributors.

Westwind 4-H/WRI is a non-profit charitable organization, exempt
under Internal Revenue Code 501(c)(3), which is solely supported by
tax-deductible gifts and donations from interested individuals, clubs,
and organizations. Westwind 4-H is self-funding, so your assistance,
no matter how large or small, is welcomed to sustain our program.
There are several ways to contribute: individual, stock, or employer
matching donations and eScript.

Please make checks payable to:
Westwind Riding Institute
Mail To: WRI—C/O Westwind Barn
27210 Altamont Road
Los Altos Hills, CA 94022

650.947.8680
westwind4h.org
Facebook.com/Westwind4H

