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Since officially opening in May 2016, the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living has become a national model for
comprehensive, integrated community-focused health and wellness programs and services for all ages.

Wearing Our Hearts on Our Sleeves … Proudly
Hoag’s Community Benefit Program has funded a wide array of health and wellness services
that have improved the lives of tens of thousands of residents.
Caring for lives, one at a time.
Ask pretty much anyone at Hoag to describe the mission of the Melinda
Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living, and in a nutshell, that’s what they’ll tell
you. To a person, we are dedicated to caring for and improving the lives of
Orange County’s underserved men, women and children.
The Center, while still in its infancy, is growing quickly. Already, it has become
a unique resource that is touching many lives by integrating in one location
more than 15 agencies that, collectively, comprise a holistic approach to
serving the community’s physical and emotional health and well-being.
With services ranging from mental health counseling, to food distribution, to
pastoral care, to family services, to brain aging care and more, the Center is
well on its way to becoming a national model of effective community service.
Many years ago, Margaret Mead, the renowned cultural anthropologist and
author, wrote: “Never believe that a few caring people can’t change the
world. For, indeed, that’s all who ever have.”
Day in and day out, the caring men and women at the Melinda Hoag Smith
Center for Healthy Living, and the philanthropists who help support it,
bring that truism to life, as they pursue their passion to provide at-risk and
underserved residents with access to world-class health care, education
and vital community services.

The Center may be relatively young, but Hoag’s history of providing
life-changing programs and services to Orange County’s underserved
residents is anything but. In just the past six years, the Community Benefit
Program has allocated more than $258 million to more than 60 community
organizations, programs and services that focus on Orange County’s at-risk
and underserved populations.
This issue of Heart of Hoag shines a light on just a few ways these efforts
are touching lives in the community. You’ll read about Rocio Valencia Vega,
LCSW, whose passion to help others led her to her dream job at the Mental
Health Center. In another story, you’ll learn how Hoag is using yoga classes
to improve the physical and emotional health of the community. Read further
to learn how the Center is partnering with the Council on Aging – Orange
County to offer classes to seniors on a range of critical topics, including
managing complex health insurance claims and navigating the maze of
Social Security and Medicare.
We hope when you’re finished reading this issue, you’ll think, “Boy, Hoag
sure wears its heart on its sleeve.”
For us, that would be the ultimate compliment.

Robert T. Braithwaite

Gwyn P. Parry, M.D.

President and Chief Executive Officer

Director, Community Health and
Community Benefit Program
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As manager of Hoag’s Mental Health Center, Rocio Valencia Vega makes good use of her natural ability to engage people.
She also helps connect them with other vital services available at the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living.

Rocio Valencia Vega Works to Remove the
Stigma of Mental Health Issues
Guided by her heart and passion, Vega uses her life to help improve the quality of other people’s lives.
Rocio Valencia Vega, LCSW, pours her heart into her job – and each act of
service and kindness reflects her commitment to those who turn to Hoag for
help with their mental health issues.
And every day, with each patient she cares for, she is reminded of the
important role her family played in her career … and in her life. With their
support she was the first member of her family to graduate from college.
Vega is certain that, without the love and guidance she received from her
parents and older sisters, she likely would not be enjoying her career as
manager of the Mental Health Center at the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for
Healthy Living.
Vega grew up in Santa Ana and graduated from Century High School.
Admittedly, she “wasn’t an A student” and had no clear life goals. But at her
sisters’ insistence, she attended junior college full time and, somewhat to her
surprise, “started to really like school. I explored lots of different things and
started talking to counselors. I went to Cal State Fullerton and took classes in
the Human Services Program. I discovered I loved social work.”
Vega’s first job out of college was working for the Council on Aging –
Southern California. As a Care Manager, she worked primarily with Spanishspeaking elderly residents. Vega soon discovered she had a natural talent for
engaging people and helping connect them with other community service
organizations.
Above all else, Vega wanted to use her life to help improve the quality of other
people’s lives. Knowing there was “more learning to do,” she applied and was
accepted to USC, where she received her master’s degree in Social Work.
She realized in graduate school that her true ambition was a career in therapy
and counseling.
With that goal guiding her, she served her internship at the Hoag Community
Health Department, under the tutelage of Michaell Rose, LCSW, director of
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Hoag’s Community Programs. That was in 2003, and Vega has been there ever
since – and, to Vega’s delight, Rose remains her boss. “I loved my internship
and our leader, Michaell,” Vega says. “She makes the job a pleasure. She
always has everybody’s well-being in mind in everything she does.”
Hoag’s Mental Health Center, partially funded by philanthropy, is staffed by
seven social workers and three social-worker assistants. The team provides
free or low-cost psychotherapy services for the community. They primarily
service those with mild to moderate conditions. Vega says the tight-knit team
shares the mission of breaking social stigmas regarding mental health, and
helping patients understand that the challenges they face are common – and
that Hoag has solutions for them.

“We help our patients in every way possible,
including connecting them with other services
offered at the Melinda Hoag Smith Center
for Healthy Living, like yoga, mindfulness
classes, drumming, Zumba and social
services. They notice our efforts, and they’re
very grateful,” says Vega.
Vega says the Mental Health Center team members measure their successes
by their clinical outcomes and their engagement with the local community.
She strives to help people gain hope and understanding of their own
strengths and abilities.
Guided by her heart – and ever mindful of the loving support she received
from her family – Vega says she doesn’t consider her work a job. “It’s my
passion,” she says … an attitude that is reflected in everything she does on
behalf of those who turn to Hoag for help with their mental health issues.

The organization’s generosity ensures that greater numbers of children have easy access to quality books.

Friends of the Costa Mesa Libraries Helps
Hoag Promote Childhood Literacy
“You can find magic wherever you look. Sit back and relax, all you need is a book!”
																 – Dr. Seuss
Like the beloved Theodore Geisel (better known as Dr. Seuss) did, the Friends
of the Costa Mesa Libraries understands the intrinsic magic of books – and
their unique ability to spark children’s imaginations and desire to learn.

Crawford hails from a long line of teachers, and, not surprisingly, high on
her list of priorities is making sure children have access to books and earlyliteracy programs.

That’s why in late 2016 it donated several dozen children’s books, along with
a handsome bookcase to hold them,
to the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for
Healthy Living. Now, whenever a child
visits the center, he or she receives a
book courtesy of the organization’s
generosity. The project is the latest
example of the Friends of the Libraries’
long history of promoting literacy
throughout the community.

“Too often, I see firsthand children who don’t
have easy access to books or the time to
enjoy them,” Crawford says. “The Melinda
Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living seemed
like a great fit for a ‘book depot’ where
visitors can take a book home and bring
another back, and Hoag’s Community Benefit
Program welcomed the idea. It’s so important
for families to read to their young children,
and making books available at the Center
provides a great way to get them into the
hands and homes of residents.”

“Reading is so essential to the
development of young minds,” says
Friends of the Costa Mesa Libraries
President Bob Ooten. “It opens new
worlds and helps foster a love of the
written word and a desire to acquire
knowledge throughout their lives.” The
Friends of the Costa Mesa Libraries
supports the city’s three public library
branches: Mesa Verde, Donald Dungan, and Technology.
The donation of the books and bookcase to the Melinda Hoag Smith
Center for Healthy Living is part of an ongoing effort to create “mini libraries”
throughout Costa Mesa. The effort was the brainchild of Katie Crawford, a
first-grade teacher with the Ocean View School District in Huntington Beach,
who serves as the Friends’ vice president for programs.

More than 500 men and women of all ages and backgrounds comprise
the Friends of the Costa Mesa Libraries. During an event at the Center
where the Friends’ gift was announced, Ooten paid tribute to members’
often unsung volunteer efforts throughout the community. Ooten lauded their
dedication and talents, saying they play an invaluable role in ensuring the
city’s strong library network, and in promoting and advancing literacy for
all ages.
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Hoag and Council on Aging Bring Critical
Services to O.C.’s Growing Senior Population
Highly trained volunteers and staff will be on hand helping seniors navigate the complex
landscape of health care, Medicare and other issues.
The woman didn’t know where to turn. Newly
diagnosed with cancer, she had no family or social
support network – and no way of paying the
$37,000 she was told her medicine would cost.
Fortunately, she was referred to the Council
on Aging – Southern California (COASC),
where a volunteer sat with her and patiently
walked her through 38 different health plans until
they found one that would cover the entire cost of
her medicine.

“With our Medicare expertise,
we helped her select a health
plan that gave her peace
of mind, and eliminated a
huge financial burden,” said
Don Collins, director of The
Council on Aging’s Health
Insurance Counseling and
Advocacy Program (HICAP).
Every day, a team of highly trained and
compassionate COASC volunteers and staff
works closely with Orange County’s growing
population of seniors, helping them navigate the
aging experience which includes the complex
landscape of health care, Medicare, caregiving,
abuse and other issues seniors routinely face.
Beginning in early 2017, with the help of donor
support, the Council is bringing many of its
popular classes and programs to the Melinda
Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living.
The unique partnership between Hoag and
COASC will give seniors greater access to
important information and resources designed to
keep them healthy, confident and engaged, from
support groups to low-income benefits enrollment,
to a popular “Roadmap to Medicare” workshop.
The Council’s outstanding services are made
all the stronger by an enthusiastic network of
volunteers, who currently number over 400,
with nearly 90 volunteers dedicated to HICAP.
COASC’s volunteer ranks include men and women
who have personally had positive interactions and
experiences with COASC volunteers and staff.

Don Collins was so impressed with HICAP he became a volunteer counselor
before coming out of retirement to work full time as director.
decision tailored to his specific financial needs in
retirement. For good measure, he attended the
“Roadmap to Medicare” class.
“I came away with everything I needed to know,”
says Collins, whose career included tenures with
IKEA and JC Penney. “I was so impressed with
the program that I decided to become a volunteer
counselor myself. I want to help people solve
problems as it relates to improving their quality
of life.”

Don Collins is a prime example of this
phenomenon. As retirement approached, the
Orange County-based former retail executive
started exploring Social Security benefits and
Medicare options – and like so many in his
situation, found the experience overwhelming.

After completing 36 hours of intensive training,
Collins became a volunteer counselor with HICAP.
But he wasn’t done: he was so taken by the
program and COASC overall that he came out of
retirement to work full time as director of HICAP.

He was referred to COASC’s HICAP. During a
one-hour meeting with a volunteer, Collins got all
the information he needed to make an informed

“When I was a young man in my career, I had a
mentor named Ray. He was so good to me and
helped me professionally,” Collins recalls. “One
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day I asked him why he cared so much about
me. He said, ‘One day you will know.’ Thirty years
later, I knew that he was talking about giving
back. He taught me the importance of investing
in people and giving back to them where needed.
Now I have the opportunity to help people. This
was the program I wanted to give back to. I want
to figure out how to give back to more people.”
“Don Collins’ attitude – which reflects a heartfelt
desire to give back and to help people wherever
and however he can – mirrors the wonderful
philosophy and culture of the Council on Aging,”
says Michaell Rose, LCSW, director of community
programs at Hoag’s Community Benefit Program.
“And it is why we are so proud to partner with
them to reach Orange County’s seniors with
these vitally important programs and services.”

Katie Allen leads one of the popular new yoga classes at the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living.

Hoag’s New Yoga Program Stretches the
Boundaries of Community Wellness
With underserved men and women in mind, the classes provide benefits both physically and emotionally.
As the MRI machine whirred and knocked loudly, Maria’s legs began to
shake uncontrollably. The 52-year-old had never undergone an MRI, and the
experience put her nerves on edge. But then she remembered the yoga classes
she had recently attended at the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living.

“Working in the medical field is both draining and highly rewarding,” she says.
“Social work in particular is a complex field, and providers need to learn to
care for themselves, as well as those they care for. Yoga therapy is the perfect
way for caregivers to care for their own health and well-being.”

“I visualized my instructor’s face, peaceful, calm and relaxed, her voice soft
and sweet,” Maria wrote in a letter to Hoag. “I began to breathe deeply and
my legs stopped shaking. I calmed myself, and I was falling asleep even with
the loud noise. I only had four days practicing yoga when this happened.
Yoga definitely changed my life.”

Indeed, many health benefits are being attributed to the ancient practice.
Among other benefits, yoga:
• Reduces blood pressure
• Improves respiratory capacity
• Alleviates depression

Maria is in good company as a growing number of Orange County women
and men are reaping the benefits of Hoag’s free new yoga program, which
seeks to reach at-risk and underserved county residents who might not
otherwise have access to high-quality yoga instruction.

• Increases range of motion
• Improves balance, strength and flexibility
• Induces a relaxation response
• Decreases stress and alleviates anxiety

“Yoga has so much to offer, including mindfulness and wellness, and it can
help people make better, healthier life choices,” says Katie Allen, MPH,
CYT, E-RYT 500, who, along with Allison Prince, founded Be The Change
Yoga in Irvine, the first donation-based yoga studio in Orange County. Allen,
who received her master’s degree in Public Health from Tulane University,
conducted her thesis in yoga’s ability to treat and prevent chronic illnesses.
Be The Change was the first yoga studio in the county to offer a yoga therapy
training session.
Allen is passionate about creating a strong bridge between public health and
yoga. With scientific research increasingly drawing a straight line between
yoga and physical and emotional wellness, Hoag’s Community Benefit
program asked Allen to bring her model to the Center.
Currently, seven classes are offered at the Center, all free of charge thanks in
part to community support: two in Spanish, two in English, one specifically for
health care workers, one for families and one for children. Nandini Narayanan,
LCSW, a former long-time oncology social worker at Hoag, was instrumental
in matching Allen’s innovative yoga program with Hoag. Now a yoga therapist,
Narayanan has a unique perspective on yoga’s many benefits – especially for
health care workers.

With yoga’s benefits clearly supported by research, Hoag is now taking steps
to further expand its program by working closely with physicians, registered
nurses and licensed care social workers, with the goal of having them make
program referrals when appropriate.

“Our goal with the program is simple: offer
health-promoting services in an environment
that is welcoming and safe for at-risk and
underserved residents,” Narayanan says.
“Our focus is on helping people make good
choices that enable them to take control of
their lives.”
From women undergoing their first MRI to social workers who need to learn
to also care for themselves, the new program is doing exactly that.

H O A G . O R G / H E A R T O F H O A G

5

Brenda Garro Loves Helping People – and
She Makes Special Trips Every Day to Prove It
‘Traveling care’ program is designed to help as many people as possible throughout Orange County
who don’t have the means to help themselves.
The Melinda Hoag Smith Center for Healthy
Living serves a large and growing number of
underserved Spanish-speaking residents. Many
of them lack the financial resources to pay for
much-needed health care services, including
those affecting their mental health.
And untreated mental health issues are a key
concern of health care officials in Orange County.
Stepping into this void is Brenda L. Garro, M.D.,
a physician who also happens to be board-certified
in psychiatry – and bilingual. Just as important,
Dr. Garro is kind and compassionate, and has
committed her life and career to providing
outstanding mental health services to residents
who can least afford them.

“No members of our
community should be denied
quality mental health care
and counseling because of
their financial situation,” says
Dr. Garro. “I’ve always been
fascinated with psychiatry
and issues affecting mental
health.” Her extensive
medical and psychiatric
training and practice includes
tenures in New York, and
for the past several years,
Orange County.
The Center is an ideal location for working
with patients, she says, because of its many
outstanding onsite programs and services.
“I can also help my patients take advantage of
the wonderful classes offered at the Center,
like parenting classes, yoga and others,”
Dr. Garro says.

Brenda Garro, M.D., is committed to providing quality mental health care
services to those who have difficulty affording them.

Her services are available at the Melinda Hoag
Smith Center for Healthy Living through an
arrangement with St. Joseph Heritage Healthcare.
This arrangement came as the result of a regional
Community Benefit project in which St. Joseph,
St. Jude, Mission and Hoag provide funding to
cover the cost of Dr. Garro’s salary. In return, each
of the hospital’s Community Benefit programs has
access to Dr. Garro’s services.
Dr. Garro is currently working with patients at
five different sites throughout Orange County,
including the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for
Healthy Living. The other four sites are
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St. Jude Neighborhood Clinic in Fullerton;
La Amistad Family Health Center in Orange; SOC
Family Resource Center in Lake Forest; and CHEC
Family Resource Center in San Juan Capistrano.
“Our ‘traveling care’ program was designed to
help as many people as possible, particularly
those who don’t have the means to help
themselves. What I love most about the
arrangement is that it was created with the best
interests of the community at heart,” says
Dr. Garro. “We are trying to address mental health
issues before they escalate and end up in the ER.
There is a severe shortage of mental health beds
in Orange County, and our goal is to proactively
reach out to those who need help.”

H O A G

Dr. Garro says she is impressed by Hoag’s strong
and comprehensive focus on mental health services,
citing its onsite programs and Mental Health Center
as models for effective, community-based care.
This holistic approach to mental health care
ensures that patients benefit from a tight-knit
team, she says.
“Many of the people we serve have never seen a
psychiatrist. There is a tremendous need for the
care we’re providing them, and I’m so honored
to work with Hoag and the other health care
providers in this important effort.”

Warm, engaging, funny, animated, wonderful, invaluable – those are just a few of the words couples who have
attended Juan Diego Noreña’s workshops use to describe his effective teaching style.

He Escorts Parents-to-Be Along the Thrilling
Road of Pregnancy and Early Childhood
Tailored for Spanish-speaking couples, Norena’s
popular classes – now offered at the Melinda
~
Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living – help prepare for baby’s arrival and beyond.
On a Thursday night in November, a roomful of couples listened and watched
as Juan Diego Noreña discussed the challenges – and above all else – the
wonders of parenthood.
Speaking in Spanish and moving animatedly about the room, Noreña told them
they’re in for the most incredible
ride of their lives. As he pointed to
photos and showed short videos
about childbirth and childcare,
the couples alternated between
nervous smiles, boisterous
laughter and exchanging knowing
looks among themselves.
Since May of 2016, Noreña has
offered the increasingly popular
Childbirth Preparation classes
for parents-to-be at the Melinda
Hoag Smith Center for Healthy
Living. Sponsored by MOMS
Orange County, the classes
are designed specifically for
Spanish-speaking expectant
parents and are part of MOMS Orange County’s maternal-child health
programs. These programs lead to measurably improved birth outcomes
for the babies of those who participate, as well as to stronger families.
During the Childbirth Preparation Class, Noreña teaches about the stages
of labor, anesthesia and medical interventions, relaxation exercises and
preparing for labor. Other classes cover many other topics such as prenatal
care, breastfeeding, gestational diabetes prevention, parent-child bonding,
preventing child abuse, balancing work and family responsibilities, and
working through the relationship changes that can occur when a baby
enters the picture.
Noreña is the only male health educator on the organization’s staff and
serves as its Director of Health Education.

“It’s wonderful having a man teach
workshops like these, especially someone
with Juan Diego’s warmth, charisma and
good humor,” says Michaell Rose, LCSW,
director of community programs. “The
insights he brings to the classes – both from
a Latino cultural perspective and as a loving
father himself – have made them very popular
and in demand. He’s a strong role model for
young families, and many couples have said
the classes helped their marriage and taught
them the importance of good communication,
patience and sharing responsibilities.”
“Having been born and raised in Colombia, I completely understand the cultural
aspects of Latino men and their perceived roles in the family and in raising
children,” Noreña says. “That’s why I’ve always made sure that the Workshop
for New Dads pays close attention to the cultural experiences of the men who
attend. They have perfectly good intentions when they say, ‘I will work, and
that’s my job as a father. You are the mother and in charge of the babies.’”
In a testament to their popularity and effectiveness, many new fathers return
after their babies are born to pitch in and help other dads-to-be learn the
ropes of what it truly means to be a parent.
According to MOMS Orange County officials, the men who complete the
workshop aren’t the only ones whose lives are impacted by them. So is
Noreña’s. “The Workshop for New Dads, as well as the ones for couples,
have taught me so much,” he says. “They’ve inspired me to become a
better father to my own children.”
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At Hoag, we have a huge heart for those we serve. And so we proudly, and generously give back to the
community in a variety of ways.
We give, so a multitude of vital health care, educational and other wellness resources can be found under one
roof – the Melinda Hoag Smith Center for Healthy Living.
We give, so underserved children and families have access to vital health services.
Within just the past six years, the Hoag Community Benefit Program has given more than $258 million to more
than 60 different programs and services that are changing lives every day.
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We give, because that’s what the Heart of Hoag is all about.

