Yoga program offers instant karma

A community service certification requirement aims to spread some om to those in need

ost yoga classes aren't filled

with gang members and

convicted felons dropping
F-bombs. But that's a typical scenario
in Ascend Program classes. Founded
by defense attorneys Toni Carbone and
Christine Galves, the court-approved
Sacramento, Calif.-based program
teaches life skills—including nutrition,
financial management, career counseling
and, yes, yoga—to convicts. Judges may
direct prisoners to the program to serve
a minimum of 30 days of their sentences.

The program stemmed from Carbone’s
own community service requirement. No,
she didn't do time: Torrance, Calif -based
YogaFit, the school from which Carbone
received training as an instructor, re-
quires students to donate eight hours of
free instruction to those in need.
When YogaFit founder Beth Shaw

instituted the community service require-

ment in 1997 she didn't know it would
inspire dozens of ongoing service-based
yoga programs around the country. Yo-
gaFit is the largest yoga instructor train-
ing school in the world, and its graduates
are working with prisoners, battered
women, homeless populations and people
in impoverished nations, largely inspired
by their certification requirement.
YogaFit-trained instructor Jannell
MacAulay, an active-duty officer at Max-
well Air Force Base in Montgomery, Ala.,
used her volunteer hours to teach yoga to
military members. What started in March
2011 as a lunchtime class with five partici-
pants is now Healthy Body Healthy Life,
a free program with 100 active members
that offers fitness and nutrition lessons,
supervised workouts and a blog. Five
women are currently undergoing YogaFit
training to help her expand the program;
ultimately, MacAulay would like to see it
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Improving bodies, minds
and spirits: YogaFit
founder Beth Shaw.
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available “on every military base.”
Founder Shaw is proud of, but not
surprised by, the fact that these pro-
grams have taken on lives of their own.
She says the commitment to giving back
is at the core of the karma yoga her
program teaches. Shaw even donated the
instruction manuals that Ascend uses.
Carbone says YogaFit's assistance was
instrumental in helping her fledgling
operation make a big difference. While
Ascend is new, initial outcomes are
promising, with just 25 percent of the
30 program graduates returning to jail,
vs. California’s average of 70 percent. A
graduate who had previously served six
years in prison for assault with a deadly
weapon now has steady work at a water-
treatment facility and is attending college
“Most [people] can do better if theyre
taught to think the right way,” Carbone
says. “Yoga is a big part of that.” —Gwen Mo
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