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McFarland USA: Still Running Strong! 
Interview with David Diaz 

David Diaz is a vice 
principal from the Office of 

Correctional Education (OCE) in 
North Kern State Prison (NKSP). 
David was part of the 1987 high 
school state championship cross 
country team at McFarland High 
School, alongside his brothers 
Danny and Damacio. In 2015, 
Disney Pictures released a movie 
about the team’s inspirational 
story. The movie is based on 
the life story of a coach and 
teacher who moves his family to 
McFarland, an economically disadvantaged 
city in California.  He discovers the untapped 
potential of several high school boys and 
fosters their courage and self-esteem to 
compete in cross country running. Ultimately, 
he inspires the boys to use their talent to 
achieve success and re-shape their future 
beyond what they ever imagined.  This is 
David Diaz’s story after the film credits 
roll. He talks about his journey into the 
correctional education system.

Tell us about your journey and decision to 
become an educator in the prison system? 
David:  One of my dreams after college was 
to become a teacher. As the oldest child, my 

Behind the locked fence, men in blue chambray shirts and denim pants serve as 
reminders to Marquis Louden and his classmates that they’re in prison.  As an 

inmate of Pelican Bay State Prison’s minimum security facility, Louden leads an incredibly 
structured life in a high-stress environment. Since he began participating in the Arts-in-
Corrections program, he and fellow inmates in the program have found an escape by 
painting portraits and landscapes, creating collages, writing poetry and short stories, as 

well as learning to play the guitar. The Arts-in-
Corrections program brings cultural awareness 
to the prison community while allowing the 
artist to gain a new set of skills and a sense of 
accomplishment. The inmates are contributing 
to something larger than themselves through 
their music, stories, poems, drawings and 
paintings...

Arts-In-Corrections: More Than A Prisoner 

Rehabilitation Posters
Now Available in Spanish!

CDCR’s Division of Rehabilitative 
Programs (DRP) offers a variety of 
rehabilitation posters available for order. 
To view a full list Click Here.  

Due to the significant number of 
Spanish speaking inmates, select 
posters are now available in Spanish. 
Simply indicate on your order form which 
posters you would like to receive in 
Spanish. Poster orders are available for 
pick-up at the DRP Headquarters or can 
be mailed to your location.     

Questions? Email your inquiries to 
Resource Development & Outreach 
(RD&O) at: rehab.today@cdcr.ca.gov
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siblings looked up to me and teaching 
Sunday School in my youth also helped 
me develop my passion for teaching.  After 
graduating college from Fresno State, I 
spent a decade teaching elementary and 
middle school in the McFarland area.  
 Most people from McFarland leave after 
they grow up but I believe in investing in my 
own community, which is why I coach kids 
of various ages in cross country and track. 
I felt I was helping kids no one cared 
about; they were either in gangs, working 
in the fields or both. Gang life often leads 
to incarceration or worse, death.  I want 
the kids to have other options as I did. 
After completing my master’s degree... 

Photo Credit: Beatriz Limon 
@ LAVOZ 2015
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http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/
http://intranet/ops/drp/downloads/poster_orderFormt.pdf
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Academic Education
Increasing an inmate’s proficiency to the 
9th grade reading level, and achieving a 
GED or high school diploma. Access to 
college courses also available.

Arts-in-Corrections
Programs in theater, dance, music  
and art instill pro-social behavior,  
self-esteem and problem solving skills.

CAL-ID Card Program
Assists in obtaining state-issued  
California identification cards used  
to secure employment, housing,  
bank accounts, travel, and more.

Career Technical Education
Prepares inmates for viable vocational 
career paths upon release by training  
to industry certification levels.

Cognitive Behavioral Treatment
Provides evidence-based treatment for 
substance abuse, anger management, 
family relationships and criminal thinking.

Long-Term Offender Pilot Program
Provides evidenced-based treatment 
programming in criminogenic behavior  
to inmates serving long-term sentences.

Offender Mentor Certification
Trains and certifies long-term inmates as 
interns to assist as mentors in various 
substance abuse treatment programs.

Transitions
Provides job readiness skills, including 
job search, resume, interviewing, financial 
skills and access to career centers.

Reentry Hubs
Provides relevant training and services  
to eligible and interested inmates within 
four years of release.

Step Down Program
Provides alternatives to a criminal gang 
lifestyle to reduce confinement in  
Security Housing Units (SHU).

Single Level and Multi-Level 
Substance Abuse Treatment
Promotes positive social behavior and  
helps inmates develop the knowledge and 
skills necessary to avoid substance use 
relapse and successfully reintegrate back into 
the community, through single and multi-level 
substance abuse treatment programs.
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“Since being 
a part of this 
program I get a 
whole different 
feeling from 
being closed-in 
and confined, 
to feeling free,” 
Louden said. “I 
feel like I can do 
anything... This 
program has 

given us inmates an opportunity to do that and to see a better side,” concluded Louden. This 
story is an excerpt taken from an article written by Jessica Cejnar for the Del Norte Triplicate 
newspaper. To read the full article, click here. The California Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation contracts with the California Arts Council. The California Arts Council provides 
outreach and coordination of arts programs in the institutions. Some studies have shown that 
arts programs in the institutions can reduce behavioral incidents and improve relationships, 
not only between various inmate populations housed within the institution, but with custody 
and supervisory staff as well. Moreover, it aligns with the goal of reducing recidivism. To read 
more about the various Arts-in-Corrections programs offered, click here to view the current 
service providers at the California Arts Council website. ◘

Arts In Corrections...continued from Page 1

Jesuit Priest Father Gregory Boyle, 
also known by many as “G-Dog,” is the 

executive director of Homeboy Industries. 
Father Boyle visited the California Institution 
for Men (CIM) this past July. The event was 
designed to provide inspiration and motivation 
to inmates near release and housed in 
CIM’s Reentry Hub. Additionally, it provided 
job placement and work development 
opportunities to inmates paroling or going on 
probation in Los Angeles (L.A.) County.  
  Homeboy Industries is a large, successful 
and globally-recognized gang intervention, 
rehabilitation and reentry organization. 
Located in L.A., this non-profit community-
based organization offers hope, support, 
and free recovery services through training, 
mentoring, and job skills.   
 Homeboy Industries serves high-risk, former 
gang members, both men and women, with 
several no-cost services including: free tattoo 
removal, case management, employment 
referrals, educational programs, solar panel 
certification, legal services, mental health 
services, and more. They also operate several 
enterprises that serve as on-the-job training 
sites for employing program participants at their 
restaurants, catering and silkscreen businesses, 
and a bakery.  
 Father Boyle (who has worked in the East L.A. 
area for nearly 30 years) shared many stories 

Father Boyle Inspires Inmates at CIM


Father Boyle (center), pictured with OMCP 
mentors at CIM.

“Father Boyle’s visit was inspirational 
and enlightening. His compassion and 
dedication in helping those faced with 
the diverse gang culture of L.A. has 
reinforced my commitment to utilize 
education and awareness to triumph 
over the adversities we face within 
our inner cities.  It also solidifies the 
commitment I’ve made in helping others 
with the process of change.”  
-- Rudy Gortarez, Offender Mentor Certification 
Program (OMCP) mentor at CIM.  ◘

during his visit to CIM. He gave various 
examples of hardened gang members 
choosing to put aside their former 
gang lifestyles and become productive 
members of society.

Reentry begins the first day 
of incarceration.

Art by Louden and other inmates were on display 
at the Del Norte County Courthouse through the 
Art in Public Places Program. Photo Credit: 
Bryant Anderson @Del Norte Triplicate 2015.

http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/adult-basic-education.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/cal-id.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/career-technical-education.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/cognitive-behavioral-treatment-program.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/long-term-offender-program.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/offender-mentor-certification-program.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/reentry-hubs.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/step-down-program.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/in-prison-substance-abuse-treatment-SL.html
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/rehabilitation/in-prison-substance-abuse-treatment-ML.html
http://www.triplicate.com/News/Local-News/More-than-a-prisoner
http://cac.ca.gov/initiatives/aic.php
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When you make it hard to do 
the right thing, you make it 
easy to do the wrong thing.

Computer Literacy Learning  
Centers (CLLC):
Offers computer-based courses provided 
by certified instructors for basic reading, 
writing and math.

Day Reporting Centers (DRC)  
and Community-Based  
Coalition (CBC):
Addresses parolees’ needs through 
assessment and placement in classes 
and support services. One stop shop 
for education, life skills, financial and 
employment training, substance abuse 
and counseling. Some transitional 
housing available.

Female Offender Treatment and 
Employment Program (FOTEP):
Provides gender-responsive residential 
treatment services for women and 
their children.

Parolee Service Centers (PSC):
Provides group and family reunification,
life skills and employment skills  
in a residential program.

Residential Multi-Service  
Centers (RMSC):
Helps at-risk parolees transition  
back into the community with housing, 
substance abuse treatment and 
independent living skills.

Specialized Treatment for  
Optimized Programming (STOP):
Provides comprehensive residential 
and outpatient programs and services 
supporting parolees needs for housing, 
substance abuse treatment, cognitive 
behavioral intervention, employment, 
education, family relations and 
community referrals.

Substance Abuse Treatment  
and Recovery Program (STAR):
Provides substance abuse treatment 
education by certified instructors  
in select parole offices.

McFarland USA...continued from Page 1
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DRP’s Recognition Awards Program (RAP) recognizes the extraordinary efforts of employees 
who support DRP’s rehabilitative initiatives to reduce recidivism. Quarterly, staff are nominated 

by their management and peers, 
and the DRP executive team select 
the winners. Congratulations to the 
winners of the Second Quarter (Q2)! ◘  

DRP Employee Recognition Program Q2 Winners!

DRP Director Millicent Tidwell (center) 
pictured with the Q2 RAP winners. 
Pictured from left to right: Peter Whittier 
(OCE), Marty Ellis (Community & 
Reentry Services), Paul Bernal (In-Prison 
Programs), and Laura Payton (RD&O).

and becoming an education administrator for a 
number of years, I began to search for the next 
phase in my career. I felt that I could still do more, 
just as my coach was able to do more for me. My 
former teammate and friend, Correctional Officer 
Thomas Valles, steered me towards a teaching 
position at Kern Valley State Prison (KVSP) where 
he worked. I felt I could truly make a difference 
teaching in the institution.  I transferred to KVSP 
as a teacher, and within a year they lost their 
principal and I filled in as the acting principal. 
When the layoffs happened in 2009, I lost my 
position. Eventually, I found work as a teacher at 
the Substance Abuse Treatment Facility before 
transferring to NKSP as a vice principal. 

Distance running is a brutal sport and requires 
a lot of strength, both mentally and physically. 
Do you apply those same principles at your job 
as a vice principal? 
David:  Working in the fields at a young age 
strengthened me mentally and physically. That 
toughness carried over into my running, and racing 
perfected it. This combination allows me to work 
at a Level 4 institution (maximum security) and 
focus on my goals as an educator in a high-stress 
environment. I also use those abilities to help 
and motivate inmates achieve goals they never 
thought were possible, by fostering their self- 
confidence just as my coach did with our team. 

McFarland USA tells the story of young boys 
living life without many prospects for the 
future, who were able to turn their lives 
around through the sport of running. Do you 
see a parallel between that story and the 
rehabilitation options we offer to inmates?
David:  Yes, rehabilitative programming shows 
inmates this is a good opportunity to make a 
change. However, the choice to do so and get 
the most out of the programming and education 
is theirs. That is why there is such success with 
inmates in the Voluntary Education Program. The 

inmates are more motivated, since the 
choice to learn is theirs versus them feeling 
forced to do so.  
Our program 
is so successful 
at NKSP, it has 
become a model
for other institution 
programs.

Thank you very 
much for 
sharing your 
story. Is there 
anything else 
you would 
like to share 
with our 
readership? 
David:  Coach White gave some of us 
runners the opportunity to see the world. 
In 1988, he took runners to the  Olympic 
Games held in Seoul, Korea and to China in 
1992 to see the Great Wall.  Coach White 
gave us a lot of our first-time experiences: 
eating at a restaurant, going to the beach, 
and traveling in an airplane.  Racing can 
teach us many important life lessons. You 
are improving against yourself and against 
the clock. In the movie and in real life 
(Spoiler Alert!), my brother Danny was the 
hero of the championship race. On that day, 
the slowest runner on the team gave us 
the score we needed for the win. There is a 
Danny Diaz inside all of us. He stepped up 
when his team needed him the most and 
under extreme pressure. We all have that 
spirit inside us, that drive to push ourselves 
to be better. Success in life and in running 
is all in the attitude. We can’t always control 
the circumstances that come our way but 
we can control our attitude.  Interview 
conducted by DRP Analyst Richelle Garcia. ◘   




