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Prison yoga.: Santa Barbara County
Iail proiect allows escape while
behind bars
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Ginny Kuhn leads female inmates in yoga exercises at the Santa Barbara County Jail.

Rebecca Howes

/ rhowes@santamariatimes.com

(27) Comments

Visualizing a beach in Hawaii or the arctic tundra of Alaska, inmates are allowed to escape

only in their minds

-

-

if

for an hour each week as they take part in the Prison Yoga Project

rehabilitation program.
Yoga is the physical, mental and spiritual practice or discipline that originated in ancient lndia. lts
purpose is to develop mindful awareness to promote a general mind and body consciousness.
"The beauty of yoga is that you get to let go of your story, your judgment. All you have to do is

breathe," said Ginny Kuhn, founder of Yoga Release/Prison Yoga Project, Santa Barbara.
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For the last two years, Kuhn, a certified yoga instructor from Santa Barbara, has brought

rehabilitation through the practice of yoga to the women incarcerated at the medium security

facility at the Santa Barbara County Jail.
She has been practicing yoga for over 20 years but began her outreach while attending graduate

school at the University of Santa Monica.

"l knew I wanted to give back, so I contacted the jail," Kuhn said.

Offering inmates the tools through yoga to find inner peace and self-satisfaction has given Kuhn a
profound sense of personal satisfaction.

"l get more out of it then they do," she said.
After watching a recent class, filled with '11 women from Santa Maria, Lompoc, Santa Barbara,
Ventura and Philadelphia, it seemed quite the opposite.
As Kuhn guided the class

-

most of them dressed in blue jail jumpsuits

-

through visualization,

mediation and poses, she encouraged the girls saying, "Look at that! You guys look great! Good

job!"
The women were responsive, at times laughing and smiling, as they followed her lead.
"This is a safe place for you," Kuhn said. Her smiles were warm and encouraging and many of the
women were touched by her kindness.
Tears flowed down the face of one woman when she told Kuhn that she missed her S-year-old

daughter and explained that she has been battling addiction issues for many years.
"Yoga lets me know I can be successful at doing things I want to do, that there are options in life

that are not negative," she said.
Many of the women expressed similar feelings, and all were grateful for Kuhn's dedication to teach

yoga in that environment.
Adriana, an inmate from Santa Barbara, said the yoga class is the one thing every week that she
looks forward to.

"l love the yoga class," she said.
Mercedes, an inmate who has taken Kuhn's yoga class before, said it helped her release the

tension she was feeling.
"Ginny is an inspiration, and I hope this class continues because it really helps," said Maria, an
inmate.

Since its inception two years ago the, Prison Yoga Proiect rehabilitation program has evolved.
Now, three volunteer yoga instructors, including Kuhn, teach an hourlong class to help female and
male inmates deal with issues including stress, anxiety, depression, addiction and recovery, as well
as impulse control.
Mike Lewis, a recovering alcoholic from Santa Barbara, began teaching yoga at the jail nine

months ago and has found a kinship with the 15 to 18 men who attend his weekly Wednesday
morning class.
"Ninety-five percent of the men incarcerated here have a drug or alcohol addiction they are dealing

with," Lewis said.

"l know how they feel. lt's a battle."
Lewis, who has been practicing yoga for 10 years, said he had a desire to serve other people
suffering with the disease of addiction.

"Yoga has helped keep me sober, and I know it can help others, too," he said.
lnspired by the willingness on the part of the incarcerated men to do something positive with their
lives, Lewis said he is often moved to tears.
The class Lewis offers at the jail is different from the women's class, because it focuses less on

meditation and more on the physical workout.
"They want a hard

workout, so we have to be
in motion in three or four minutes or I lose them," he said. "Men have a shorter attention span than

women."
Lewis is in the process of getting approval for a Saturday men's yoga class inside the Main Jail,

which is a much more hostile environment, one he said he is ready for.
A second women's yoga class taught by Deb Dobbin on Thursday mornings was recently added

and is going well, according to Kuhn, who aims to offer women's classes inside the Main Jail in the
near future.

A recent grant by the Hutton Parker Foundation will help Kuhn expand the program and allow yoga
classes to be offered not only in the Main Jail but at Juvenile Hall.

The yoga instructors are ecstatic at the effect their classes are having on inmates, but they aren't
the only ones seeing a difference.
"The feedback from the inmates is very positive. They really seem to enjoy the yoga class," said Lt.
Charles Powell, who works at the jail. "This environment can be very stressful because you are
away from your family. lt helps to get some of that stress out," he added.

With recidivism rates at 70 percent, according to Kuhn, it's more important than ever to rehabilitate
inmates so that they are more successful when they re-enter society.
"Those rates are alarming. That means that seven out of 10 inmates will be back in jail within three

years," Kuhn said.

42012 study published by the National Council on Crime & Delinquency reported on the
effectiveness of prison-based programs conducted by the Prison Yoga Project's San Quentin
sponsor, the lnsight Prison Project.
The study reflected that participants had a reduction of stress and anxiety, experienced a calmer

temperament, had emotional control and anger management.
The study also showed there was an improvement in decision-making and reduction in chronic

physical pain.
Such findings indicate that rehabilitation programs, like prison yoga, may lead to a reduction of
recidivism.
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