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How Inmate Persistence Brought AVP to the State Prison 
at Lancaster
By Jolly Jon Grobman

  

In 2005, I was 
sentenced to 
a total of 190 

years-to-life 
for nonviolent 
crimes of theft 
(six, twenty 
five years-to-life 
sentences, plus 
forty years, under 

California’s “Three Strikes Law”). 
As I began serving my sentence I 
recognized the need to transform my 
life and concluded I could help that 
transition by living a life of service 
to others. I went to work almost 
immediately.

I was elected to the Inmate Advisory 
Council by my peers and began 
working closely with like-minded 
prisoner leadership and the prison’s 
administrative staff to create 

rehabilitative programs within the 
prison system. I was involved in 
the creation, restructuring, and 
implementation of multiple programs 
that included education, art, music, 
self-help classes, and a myriad of 
peer-to-peer taught classes.

I worked tirelessly to help raise 
tens of thousands of dollars for 
charities, including Blue Star 
Mothers, On a Mission, Inc., The Los 
Angeles Children's Hospital, Grace 
Resources, Deaf Dogs of America, 
and many more. My co-creation of a 
program that provides service dogs 
trained by prison inmates to veterans 
with PTSD was recently recognized 
by California Assembly member 
Tom Lackey who awarded me a 
Certificate of Recognition. 

About four years ago, fellow inmate 

Kenneth E. Hartman*, asked me 
to try to convince the Warden of 
California State Prison, Los Angeles 
County in Lancaster (LAC) to bring 
the AVP to the prison. Coincidentally, 
I had just read several parole board 
hearing minutes and a paper from 
USC that recommended that inmates 
enroll in AVP in order to learn to lead 
nonviolent lives. Unfortunately, we 
couldn’t take that advice because 
AVP wasn’t offered at LAC.

I drafted and sent a letter to the 
Warden and Community Resource 
Manager (CRM), requesting that AVP 
be offered at LAC. They responded 
that they would look into it. When I 
didn’t hear anything after a month 
I came up with a new strategy. I 
began to send a letter to the CRM 
every week. 
 

AVP California Annual Fall Gathering 
October 24 – 26, Camp Ocean Pines in Cambria

Don’t miss this year’s Gathering at beautiful Camp 
Ocean Pines featuring ocean views, great food, fun, 
fellowship, and opportunities for learning, inspiration, 

and renewal. Come join the awesome community of AVP 
facilitators from throughout California.  Hook up with old 
friends and make new connections.  You’ll be missed if you 
don’t attend!  
The theme of this year’s Gathering is “Strengthening our 
Foundation and Building for the Future.” AVP/CA is a 
vibrant organization and the Gathering is an opportunity 
to tap into the wisdom and aspirations of the facilitator 
community as we shape the future of AVP in California.  

Returned Citizens!  Due to our community’s generosity we 
have a fund that can assist you in attending the Gathering.  
Please contact Toby Laverty if you’d like to come.

Want to come earlier to enjoy a day on the beach, explore 
Cambria or visit nearby Hearst Castle? We have an option 
for early arrival on Thursday night.  

For more information and registration see the AVP California 
website.

Participants at the 2017 Gathering

http://www.campoceanpines.org
mailto:tllaverty@gmail.com?subject=Scholarhip
http://avpcalifornia.org/
http://avpcalifornia.org/
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This went on for nearly a year. Finally, the CRM 
requested to meet with me. She told me that if I 
promised to stop writing to her about AVP, she would 
set-up a meeting with AVP. I told replied that “after 
we have the meeting I’ll stop writing, but not sooner”. 
About two weeks later Kenneth and I held our long 
awaited meeting with AVP facilitators Diana Couch 
and Marion Bogan. We discussed the details and laid 
the foundation for starting the AVP program in our 
facility. 

Since then, hundreds of men have taken AVP 
workshops, benefiting the facility as a whole by 
providing them with tools to live free from violence. 
However, I did write one last letter--it was a “thank 
you” to the Warden for allowing AVP to come in and 
change the lives of so many men.

I have fond memories of AVP workshops. There is 
such a strong emphasis on drawing from our own 
experiences that each participant genuinely feels 
like they are contributing something of great value 
to the process of violence prevention and community 
building. As Jovial Jon, I returned to the workshop 
each morning with a renewed sense of excitement 

ready for the day’s events. I was never disappointed 
and walked away each day with a new skill in conflict 
resolution.

My own transformation and work in prison culminated 
when I became the first-ever prisoner sentenced to life, 
to receive a Recall of Commitment from the California 
Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR). 
This happened pursuant to Penal Code section 
1170(d), which authorizes the CDCR to recommend 
at any time to the sentencing court the recall of an 
inmate’s commitment if, “it is evident from the inmate’s 
exceptional behavior that is so extraordinary beyond 
simply complying with all regulations and procedures 
during incarceration that they have changed as 
a person and would be a positive asset to the 
community.” Through further service and advocacy, 
continuing to volunteer at multiple organizations, and 
more sustained effort to change the lives of others, I 
look forward to this next step in life.

* [Editor’s note: Kenneth E. Hartman, who is now 
free, is author of the acclaimed prison memoir Mother 
California: A Story of Redemption Behind Bars. His 
friend Jon Grobman designed the book’s cover.]

Raising Bucks on Facebook for AVP California
By Just Jen Abreu

I was introduced to AVP last 
year as an outside participant 
at Calipatria State Prison. 

The powerfully transformative 
experience I shared with twenty-five 
men provided me with a sense of 
healing, community, and resolve. 
I gained both valuable personal 
insights and a new purpose in my 
academic career. Since then, I’ve 
returned each month to Calipatria, 
most recently as a facilitator.

When my birthday arrived in 
July, I asked family and friends 
to donate to AVP California in 
lieu of gifts. Since most everyone 
is connected on social media, I 
chose the Facebook ‘Fundraiser’ 
as my platform. On Facebook, I 
clicked on “Fundraisers” in the left 
menu of my News Feed, chose 
“Raise Money”, and then selected, 

“Nonprofit/Charity.” From there 
I typed, “Alternatives to Violence 
Project CA” in the organization 
search field, and added AVP 
California. I customized my page 
and set a modest fundraising goal 
of $250. 

Within twenty-four hours the goal 
was met and exceeded! Not just 
family and friends were donating, 
but also “online friends” who follow 
me on my academic journey and 
activism through social media. They 
were not only donating, but also 
sharing my donation page. Their 
friends were donating, friends of 
their friends were donating, and 
the money kept coming in. After a 
week, my AVP California fundraiser 
brought in $475, almost double my 
original goal. 

I learned that 
people want to give to 
a good cause. Not everyone is 
interested or able to volunteer in 
prisons. This easy fundraising tool 
allowed people that support our 
advocacy for incarcerated people 
to contribute and participate in a 
worldwide movement of peace, 
with only the click of a button. Next 
year, I aim to break my fundraising 
total from this year. 

[Editor’s note: Jen is the third 
facilitator to celebrate her birthday 
with an AVP/CA Facebook 
fundraiser, and holds the record 
for most money raised. We hope 
others will step up and challenge 
the record.]  
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Reducing Youth Violence in Santa Barbara
An interview with Jolly J.P. Herrada

How did you first get 
involved with AVP?   
My first AVP workshop 
was back in 2008 
when I was working 
for another nonprofit 
trying to reduce youth 
violence.  My boss 
forced me to attend(!) 

but after the first three hours the Light and Livelies 
hooked me.  

After the weekend I realized that I’d learned so much 
about myself. Because of that I started to apply myself 
better. I recognized my weaknesses and strengths and 
was able to surround myself with people that would 
elevate my thinking and help make me stronger in 
areas where I needed help.

But the most important tool was realizing how 
experiences had influenced decisions I made in my 
life. That helped me to begin to avoid the pitfalls that 
always seemed to trip me up. I used to believe that 
it was “all or nothing” (todo o nada) whether it was 
love, family or living on the streets. I feel I have found 
a balance now.

Can you describe the AVP work you’re doing with 
young people? 
We ‘re doing workshops with youth between seventh 
and twelfth grades in collaboration with the Santa 
Barbara School District. Schools have experienced 
an alarming increase in violence between students, 
especially females. Many students involved in the 
violence use alcohol and drugs, and sadly, that trend 
is increasing. Also, truancy, disciplinary actions and 
expulsions are up. Various strategies and programs to 
reverse these trends have been tried and have failed. 
A new approach with a proven track record of success 
is needed.

At first we thought about focusing only on youth with 
a history of violence, kids on probation and/or kids 
involved in gangbanging. But we realized that a better 
model is to include youth from the same streets who 
are positive leaders and earning good grades. In this 
way kids involved in drugs and violence may see that 
others coming up in the same conditions can make 
healthy choices, and that they can too.

How does AVP connect with your values and goals? 
When doing the workshops you’re always supposed 
to speak “your truth” nothing more or less. I’ve seen 
people who talk big about what they have done or 
how things don’t affect them. But in time they realize 
they’re just human and it’s okay to take off their masks 
and say how they really feel.

It‘s not our place to tell others how they should feel or 
what’s right. AVP creates a safe space for everyone 
to share and hear others’ experiences and, hopefully 
in the process, pick up a different way to address 
something they’re going through, or seeing that their 
situation may not be as bad as they think. There’s the 
saying that the “grass is greener on the other side”, but 
AVP shows us we’re all in the same boat. So welcome 
to the gallery.

I enjoy facilitating people through difficult parts of 
their lives whether it’s putting the pieces together or 
trying to make it through a rough situation. AVP has a 
set of life skills to use. Whether it’s the listening skills, 
Transforming Power or, I Messages--if you show these 
things to people they have a better chance of making 
positive choices in their lives. 

What are some of the joys and challenges of 
working with youth? 
I love working with youth because a lot of their trauma 
is fresh and they’re often resilient individuals. They 
haven’t yet been overwhelmed with the weight of 
regret we may carry as adults. Plus, I love watching 
that AHA! when they’re talking and suddenly have a 
moment of clarity. It’s a rewarding moment.

As for the challenges of working with youth, I guess for 
starters it’s their difficult life experiences and inability 
to foresee where bad choices will lead. Most haven’t 
seen the dead end that’s right around the corner. Also, 
when we’re young we mostly feel that what happens 
to us is everyone else’s fault. They haven’t taken 
responsibility for their own stuff yet.

Then there’s the other side of the coin, the adults in 
authority, teachers, probation and police officers, 
counselors, parents, etc. I’m not blaming the adults 
or those professions. But we all deal with our own 
issues and as adults often forget how hard it was to be 
young and naïve, whether we got away with things, 
or when we make excuses and say why our situation 

AVP
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was different. We also forget that some of the bad things 
that didn’t break us might not be the same for others, 
and when we see others do things that did break us, we 
may unfortunately tend to see those individuals as thugs, 
criminals or just plain monsters.

Sometimes it’s an uphill battle trying to get adults to give 
this program a chance. It can be frustrating and I always 
need to remind myself that I need to sell it in a way that 
they can understand based on their own experiences. So I 
always get to use my AVP listening skills. 

What advice would you give to others who are want to 
bring AVP to youth in the justice system or in danger of 
falling into it? 
The first step is to always work on your own issues when 
doing AVP, no matter if you’re a participant or facilitator. 
Secondly, be honest with yourself and with youth. Youth will 
always see through lies and if there’s dishonesty they won’t 
buy into the process.

The last thing, probably the most important, is to meet them 
where they are and that means to be present. Base your 
opinion on what they share with you during the program, 
and be patient.

I’ve seen adults who ask a million questions and love to 
give advice. That has made some youth not want to share 
anymore. Remember to keep it safe to share, and be able 
to walk away from a topic when it’s clear youth are not 
ready to discuss it.

What are your future goals for the programs you’re 
running? 
We hope to build the program to the point that it becomes 
what AVP has always been, and that is a sustainable 
volunteer-run program, but led by youth. One way we’re 
doing that is by training many youth as facilitators and 
having them travel to lead workshops in other communities 
in California. We hope to come soon to a city near you!

AVP California Steering Committee 
 Name    Responsibilities             
Joyce Banzhaf Fall Gathering
Karen Brower Special Training, RAC, 

Newsletter, Fall Gathering
Steve Gelb Newsletter, Website, Prison 

coordination, OC liaison
Stacy Hughes Webmaster, Communication
Rabia Khawar Silent Auction, Newsletter, 

Fall Gathering
Toby Laverty AVP USA 2019 Meeting, 

Special Training, Fall 
Gathering, Fundraising

Ann Leonard Website, Prison 
coordination

Steve Lomas Fundraising
Stephen Matchett Treasurer, Fundraising, 

RAC Development, 
Scholarships

Milena van Wrangel Website
Nancy Vimla Distribution, Special 

Training, Resource & 
Assistance

The AVP California Newsletter is edited by 
Steve Gelb with assistance from ace reporters 
Karen Brower and Rabia Khawar. Please contact us 
with suggestions and feedback. We welcome 
contributions that focus on AVP activity 
around the state.

LIVE AUCTION to Support AVP 
California!  Donations Requested

It’s our tradition at the Fall Gathering to hold a fun and 
successful auction.  This year we’re stepping it up by 
encouraging the participation of people who aren’t present.  

Of course, we hope you’ll come to the Fall Gathering 
(October 26 - 28) in lovely Cambria, but if not, you can 
participate in real time through the AVP California Facebook 
page. Items for auction will be available for viewing online 
prior to the auction.

WHAT WE NEED!  We’re looking for unique items.  If you 
have an item you’re willing to donate (a tax deductible 
receipt will be provided) please send a picture of the item 
and a description to Toby Laverty We’ll work with you on 
getting the item to the successful bidder.  
  
We already have some great items:  How about a hosted 
dinner for ten in Lafayette, CA, and an overnight stay for two 
in San Francisco?   Or a lovely weekend in the bucolic town 
of Healdsburg, CA?   We’ve also received beautiful hand 
painted gifts and many more lovingly donated items.  Make 
the AVP/CA auction your first stop for holiday shopping.

 If you’re unable to attend the Gathering please keep 
Saturday night, October 27, open and plan to join the fun 
online. All proceeds support the efforts of hardworking AVP 
volunteers around the state. 

Thanks... Your AVP/CA Fundraising Committee 
Elizabeth Sanchez, Steve Lomas, Tondria George,  Rabia 
Khawar, Gori Urling and Toby Laverty. 

mailto:joycebanzhaf@yahoo.com
mailto:slobrower@gmail.com
mailto:konshin.gelb@gmail.com
mailto:hughes.sta@gmail.com
mailto:rabia_cali@yahoo.com
mailto:tobyllaverty@gmail.com
mailto:aleonard723@gmail.com
mailto:stevelomas47@gmail.com
mailto:peacewithoutend@sbcglobal.net
mailto:milena.wrangel@gmail.com
mailto:vimlanan@gmail.com
mailto:konshin.gelb@gmail.com
mailto:slobrower@gmail.com
mailto:rabia_cali@yahoo.com
mailto:tobyllaverty@gmail.com?subject=Auction

