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By Rachel George
Editor

Rich Beran is settling in to 
his new role at Gretna Public 
Schools.

Beran, who served as GPS 
assistant superintendent for 20 
years, took over as superinten-
dent July 1 after Kevin Riley’s 
retirement.

“We just hope to continue the 
successes we’ve had in the past 
and hopefully add to it,” he said. 
“We have great teachers and 
great parents and that hasn’t 
changed.”

Beran has spent 
24 years with Gret-
na Public Schools, 
20 of those as as-
sistant superinten-
dent and three as a 
teacher.

He got his 
start in education 

through a love of history, which 
led him to the University of Ne-
braska.

In 1981, he landed a teach-
ing job in Lexington, Neb., go-
ing on to teach at Bergan Cath-
olic School in Fremont, Neb., 
and Gretna Public Schools. He 

served as a principal in Albion, 
Neb., before returning to Gretna 
as assistant superintendent.

“Once I did some student 
practicum things is when I fell 
in love with teaching, as well as 
coaching,” Beran said. 

“Great coaches make great 
teachers. It really goes hand in 
hand.”

It’s been a busy start for Be-
ran, between getting ready for 
the 2019–20 school year and 
keeping up with the district’s 
numerous building projects in 
progress.

Fifty-three teachers are new 

to the district this year, the high-
est number added in one year in 
Gretna history.

Gretna Elementary School 
is ready to occupy after new 
lighting and HVAC updates. 
The building is more colorful, 
the windows more efficient and
storage space has been added 
to the classrooms, among other 
things.

The portable classrooms are 
also being replaced at Gretna 
Elementary, though the school 
year will begin without those. 
They are expected to be ready 
over Labor Day weekend.

With the turf and additions to 
the Gretna High School football 
field and stadium, about half of
the back parking lot is torn up, 
making parking a premium at 
GHS. 

The turf is expected to go in 
quickly, though concessions, 
press box and a second bath-
room are expected to be com-
pleted closer to the first home
game.

A sixth elementary school in 
under construction and an ex-
pansion of the current bus barn 
is also getting started.
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A group of active duty and 
retired military members recent-
ly converged on a local farm to 
learn more about equine thera-
py.

The Heartland Equine Thera-
peutic Riding Academy held its 
equine experience event July 26 
in the HETRA barn.

The event is open to prior ser-
vice, active military (including 
reserves) and veterans of all age 
and type. The one-day event is 
offered on a monthly basis and 
exposes participants to a num-
ber of exercises offered through 
HETRA’s veterans program.

July’s event attendees began 
their afternoon with herd dy-
namics. During this exercise, 
participants observed a group 
of horses, watching their behav-
ior as they interacted with each 
other.

“We do herd dynamics as an 
exercise to show how equine be-
havior is very similar to human 
behavior,” said Angie Drew, 
communications and adminis-
trative specialist. “There’s al-
ways a leader in a herd and peo-
ple have natural instincts, just 
like equine.”

After spending about 10 min-
utes watching the horses, partic-
ipants chatted about what they 
observed.

“It promotes dialogue within 
the veterans group,” Drew said. 
“This takes them away from 
themselves and allows them to 
focus on something else. It frees 
thoughts and opens them up to 
more personal introspection, 
which we find out is a need.”

After herd dynamics, partici-
pants split into a number of oth-
er exercises including grooming, 
carriage driving and round pen-
ning.

These exercises can vary each 
month, but each serves a thera-
peutic purpose. 

Many provide bonding expe-
riences between the participant 
and the horse, often requiring 
the participant to calm their 
emotions in order to gain the 
trust of the animal.
HETRA first saw a need for

veterans services in 2010. The 
organization was able to obtain 
grants to help cover the cost, 
finding ways to offer free ser-
vices so as not to create an addi-
tional cost to participants.

Family members are invited 
to attend the event along with 
their veterans, as they serve as 
that individual’s support sys-
tem.

“This program allows vet-
erans to work outside them-
selves,” said Chris O’Callaghan, 
specialty program coordinator. 
“Horses are incredibly sensitive 
to our energy. They provide 
instant feedback, but they are 
incredibly forgiving. If you are 
able to calm yourself, they’ll still 

come work with you.”
The program allows partic-

ipants to work through a num-
ber of emotions, working on self 
control, building confidence and
working on how to present one-
self.

Upon attending an equine ex-
perience event, participants are 
invited to attend the veterans 
program, which offers future 
sessions to veterans.

“A lot of veterans deal with 
depression, so to get them out 
here consistently is the goal,” 
O’Callaghan said. “The more we 
get them into our community, 
the more chance they have at be-
ing successful.”

HETRA consistently serves 
about 130 to 150 participants a 
week through its various pro-
grams.

“We hope all our participants 
gain knowledge of themselves,” 
O’Callaghan said. “We’re just 
hoping to bring the best out of 
each individual we get here and 
provide a sense of community.”

HETRA event offers therapeutic services to veterans
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Ann Thieman and Tom Cramer, carriage driving instructor, work with King at the Heartland Equine Therapeutic Riding Academy. HETRA hosts an 
equine experience event on the fourth Friday of each month for veterans. The opportunity introduces and invites them to participate in the academy’s 
veterans program.
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Zachary Roby pets Diamond after 
working with her during a round 
penning exercise July 26 in the 
HETRA barn.
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