
Chapter 16:
Live with Gratitude and Appreciation

In the Straight-A Guide, we urge people to live in gratitude and to appreciate the 
blessings that come their way. Even in confinement, or in crisis, we still have bless-
ings, and it’s our responsibility to prove worthy of the blessings we receive.

A person may define success, set goals, develop the right attitude, aspire to some-
thing better, take disciplined action, hold himself accountable, build awareness, 
live authentically, and earn incremental achievements. If he does not live in grat-
itude, however, negative emotions such as bitterness, anger, hatred, or apathy can 
undermine progress.

A person may advance faster if he does not dwell on all that he has lost. If he does, 
he may fail to see and appreciate all that remains. He may become so consumed by 
what the system took from him that he loses sight of the people, ideas, opportuni-
ties, and disciplines he can still develop in order to keep building.

For that reason, the final lessons of the Straight-A Guide emphasizes the impor-
tance of living in gratitude. As one example, I am extremely grateful to the many 
people who taught and inspired me. It is one reason I built a personal ministry of 
sharing those lessons with others. I am grateful to administrators in the system who 
allow me to provide these lessons, and I am grateful to every member of the Prison 
Professors community. Each person is part of the change I want to see, and I be-
lieve we are aligned in wanting to open more pathways for people to earn freedom 
through merit.

In the context of the Straight-A Guide, appreciation is neither sentimentality nor 
weakness, nor does it deny the challenges of living in confinement. Appreciation is 
the discipline of recognizing that blessings come in many forms. They come with 
lessons, relationships, and opportunities we can create or seize, despite adversity.

A responsibility comes with those blessings. Each one allows a person to remain 
steady without becoming hard. It allows him to remain grateful without becoming 
naïve. It allows him to acknowledge pain without allowing pain to define the entire 
meaning of his life.

This lesson on living in gratitude helped me through prison, and has helped me 
since I finished my term, on August 12, 2013.
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Gratitude is not Weakness

A person in prison loses a great deal, including liberty, income, privacy, comfort, 
reputation, time with family, friends, and community. Those losses can hurt. I 
would never suggest that a person should feel grateful for confinement, injustice, 
separation, humiliation, or the suffering that spreads through a family when some-
one enters the system. In my view, we confine too many people and they serve 
sentences that are far too long. When we measure justice by the length of time a 
person spends in prison, rather than by his effort to reconcile and rebuild, the sys-
tem causes more harm than good. It contributes to intergenerational cycles of recid-
ivism, and poverty.

Despite those challenges, I appreciated the blessings God gave me. I feel grateful 
that I have an opportunity to work toward changing the system. I’m also grate-
ful that I get to work with other people who served lengthy terms in prison. The 
decisions they made while serving time opened opportunities for them, and now 
they’re home. Consider the following people who are devoting so much time, ener-
gy, and resources to use their stories as a catalyst for change:

Adam Clauson:

A federal judge sentenced Adam to a sentence of 213 years in federal prison. Rath-
er than complaining, or waiting around for the system to change, Adam invested in 
himself and in his community. When President Trump signed the First Step Act, an 
opportunity opened for Adam’s judge to consider releasing him under the provision 
of compassionate release. He’s now free. Since getting out, Adam has built a life 
and career in the service of others, striving to bring changes that will bring relief to 
all people in federal prison.

Michael “Harry-O” Harris:

The state of California and the federal government brought charges against Har-
ry-O that resulted in a sentence of life imprisonment, plus 20 years. Rather than 
allowing the time to consume him, a commitment to God led him into a life of ser-
vice. He became active in prison, building programs that would help others reach 
their highest potential. Recognizing his positive contributions, President Trump 
commuted his sentence, and then issued him a full pardon. To show his gratitude, 



PRISON PROFESSORS CHARITABLE CORPORATION
Prison Professors Charitable Corporation / PO Box 50996 / Irvine CA 92619

IRS 501c3 #85-2603315 / www.PrisonProfessors.org
Email: Playbook@PrisonProfessors.org

Michael devoted his life to service, launching the Community First nonprofit, and 
he works tirelessly toward justice-related initiatives.
Charles “Duke” Tanner

A federal judge sentenced Duke to two life sentences for convictions related to the 
distribution of crack cocaine. While inside, Duke made a commitment to serve God 
and work toward advancing himself as a candidate for liberty. President Trump 
commuted his sentence, and then granted him a full pardon. Following his release, 
Duke built a career working to improve outcomes of America’s criminal justice 
system, and opening more opportunities with community development.

Damon West

In an earlier chapter, I wrote about Damon and his inspiring story of the coffee 
bean. A judge sentenced him to serve 65 years in prison in Texas. Based upon his 
good works, the parole board allowed him to go home after seven years. Since 
then, he’s built a career to teach and inspire millions of people around the world, 
and also people who are serving sentences in American jails and prisons.

Jason Bryant, Ted Gray, and Branden Terrell:

Jason and Ted were codefendants. A judge sentenced both Jason and Ted to serve 
life terms in California. Jason is black and Ted is white. They’d been best friends 
since childhood. Yet the politics of prison discouraged them from continuing as 
friends. Despite being on the same yard, they adhered to prison politics for sev-
eral years, not talking to each other. Then, Ted and Jason realized that it was far 
more important to live in gratitude, appreciative of the blessings they have. They 
began building music and sports programs to bring people together, and improve 
the culture of confinement. Their friend Branden Terrell, who was also serving a 
lengthy term in prison, joined their initiative. The governor of California commut-
ed sentences and each of them got out. Upon their release, Jason, Ted, and Branden 
collaborated. They developed nonprofit organizations that work to serve people in 
prison, and men who want to transition into successful careers.

Struggle Jennings:

William Curtis Harness Jr is an award-winning musician who is known profession-
ally as Struggle Jennings. The music industry has recognized him with numerous 
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awards, including several gold and platinum records. In his music, Struggle shares 
stories about the time he spent in state and federal prisons. Regardless of what bad 
decisions a person has made, or what challenges he faced, Struggle’s music pro-
vides hope and shows that a person can always work to build a better life.
Each of the men above went through challenging times in prison. Yet the decisions 
they made in prison put them on a pathway to a life of meaning, relevance, and 
dignity. They did not leave prison to focus on themselves. Instead, they use their 
own time and money to visit prisons across the United States, showing their ap-
preciation for the blessings that have come their way. They inspire with the energy 
and investment they make to open more opportunities for people in prison to earn 
freedom through merit.

I’m grateful for every opportunity I have to visit prisons with them.

Although I couldn’t return to prisons until a few years after I got out, in my case, 
the efforts had roots long before I finished my term. If I reflect, I can trace that 
chronology:

	» While in solitary confinement, reading the Bible opened my eyes and 
changed the way I think.

	» I came to accept that I have a duty to develop skills that lead to a full life 
and to work toward improving outcomes for society.

	» By reading about Frederick Douglass, Socrates, and Gandhi, I developed 
a methodical, intentional plan that allowed me to work toward being the 
change I wanted to see.

	» By earning academic credentials, publishers opened opportunities to work 
with university professors who authored books.

	» By writing books, I could contribute to society and begin spreading ideas 
that would influence changes such as incentives in the First Step Act.

	» By building credibility, I could develop relationships with federal judges, 
U.S. Attorneys, and leaders in the Bureau of Prisons.

	» With those relationships, I could develop programs that others could use to 
prepare for success upon release.

	» By developing businesses and financial independence, I could create re-
sources to memorialize how many people are working to prepare for suc-
cess.

	» With the data I collected, I could build arguments showing that we could 
lessen intergenerational cycles of failure and poverty by incentivizing the 
pursuit of excellence.
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	» By building transparency, I could persuade high-net-worth individuals, cor-
porations, and Web 3.0 communities that are built on the BNB blockchain, 
to join me in supporting the mission. They participate by donating signifi-
cant financial resources to further our mission and keep the cycle going.

I have always found reasons to live in gratitude, even though I had to spend my 
20s, 30s, and 40s in prison. A person can acknowledge losses honestly while still 
recognizing what remains, what can still be built, who has helped him, what les-
sons he has learned, and what opportunities emerged because he chose to prepare 
rather than surrender.

More opportunities open when we live in gratitude than when we live in bitterness. 
I once heard an analogy that when we hold onto anger, hatred, or other negative 
emotions, it is like holding glass chips and squeezing our hands into fists. Those 
emotions only wound our own progress. In fact, I think it was Struggle Jennings, 
who told me that line.

Prisons Obliterate Hope

Prison culture makes it easy to focus only on what is being lost. The system may 
constantly tell a person what he cannot do, what he no longer has, and what others 
think of him. Such an environment can make present circumstances feel permanent 
and unfair. When those thoughts become the only lens through which a person sees 
life, bitterness begins to grow. Once bitterness grows, it affects everything, weak-
ening judgment, discipline, relationships, self-advocacy, preparation, ambition, and 
the ability to recognize opportunity.

A bitter person may still talk about goals, but bitterness drains energy from the 
effort required to pursue them. He may still speak about plans, but bitterness makes 
it harder to execute those plans consistently. He may still say he wants a better life, 
but bitterness often leads him to interpret every setback as proof that effort is point-
less.

Living in gratitude, appreciative of blessings, can remind a person that even in 
confinement, he can still build or develop assets. He may not have freedom of 
movement, but he may still have freedom of thought. He may not control the insti-
tution, but he can still control how he uses his time and the gifts with which God 
has blessed him. He may not erase the conviction, but he can still build a record 
that shows growth, effort, and preparation.
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That shift in thinking leads to better strategies, and better strategies build confi-
dence. With a plan, a person begins to focus on what he controls and has reason to 
keep building.

A person who learns to appreciate what remains becomes more capable of using 
what remains. He begins to think less like a victim of circumstances and more like 
the CEO of his life. He asks:

	» What is still available to me?
	» What can I build with the tools I have?
	» Who can I learn from?
	» How can I turn this difficult season into a period of preparation rather than 

waste?
Those questions strengthen a person.

Books, Mentors, and Discipline

When I was in solitary confinement, books introduced me to leaders, thinkers, 
and builders who helped shape the way I understood success, responsibility, and 
self-development. Those books helped me define success, set goals, develop the 
right attitude, aspire to something more, take action, hold myself accountable, and 
strengthen awareness. In that way, appreciation was not separate from the earlier 
principles. It helped me recognize the sources that nourished them. I cannot take 
credit for developing the Straight-A Guide. I learned lessons from leaders and then 
modified those lessons to fit the predicament of imprisonment. I learned to appreci-
ate the ideas that changed the way I think.

I also learned to appreciate the discipline adversity forced me to build. I hated 
being in prison. Yet the necessity of adjusting to hardship forced me to become 
more reflective, more strategic, more disciplined, and more intentional. I learned to 
think in longer time horizons. I learned to create order where little external order 
supported the future I wanted. I learned to use reading, writing, exercise, and intro-
spection as tools for shaping identity rather than merely passing time. I am grateful 
for the lessons I learned, as they contributed to opportunities that later led to finan-
cial independence once I got out.

I am grateful that I get to do what I want with my time and resources, irrespective 
of whether anyone ever pays a penny for the services or resources I provide. The 
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more I learned to appreciate what I had received, the more strongly I felt an obliga-
tion to use my life in service of others. That connection can show up in many ways:

	» A person who appreciates books should use what he learns.
	» A person who appreciates mentors should honor them through disciplined 

conduct.
	» A person who appreciates support should become more worthy of support.
	» A person who appreciates opportunities should use them to create some-

thing useful for others.
For that reason, we encourage all members of our community to develop a profile 
to show how they are preparing:

	» A biography can reflect gratitude for the lessons a person has learned and 
the people who helped him. It can show that he understands he did not 
reach his current level of growth by himself.

	» A journal can show daily recognition of progress, support, opportunities, 
and insights. It can reveal whether a person is moving through the day with 
resentment or with disciplined perspective.

	» A book report can show appreciation for authors and ideas that sharpened 
judgment. It can demonstrate that the person does not read merely to com-
plete an assignment, but to learn from minds that expand his own.

	» A release plan can reflect gratitude for what has already been built and 
clarity about how the person intends to honor those opportunities moving 
forward. Gratitude strengthens responsibility. If a person recognizes the 
value of the opportunities ahead, he becomes more careful about preparing 
for them.

A broader profile can show that the person is not only tracking achievements, but 
also recognizing the lessons, relationships, and disciplines that made those achieve-
ments possible. He is showing that he has developed a personal plan, a system that 
will help him overcome the complexities and collateral consequences of a criminal 
charge. He can build a record to advance arguments that he is committed to living 
as a law-abiding, contributing citizen. Such a record may lead to income opportuni-
ties, and to more values-based decisions in the future.

Questions for Reflection:
1.	What do I still have that I should appreciate?
2.	Who has helped me that I should acknowledge more openly?
3.	What lesson or opportunity has emerged from hardship?
4.	How can my writing show gratitude without becoming sentimental or per-



PRISON PROFESSORS CHARITABLE CORPORATION
Prison Professors Charitable Corporation / PO Box 50996 / Irvine CA 92619

IRS 501c3 #85-2603315 / www.PrisonProfessors.org
Email: Playbook@PrisonProfessors.org

formance oriented?
5.	How can appreciation strengthen my relationships and my future?
6.	In what ways has bitterness narrowed my perspective?
7.	How can I recognize support, guidance, or opportunity more honestly in my 

profile and in daily life?
These questions help a person build a stronger way of carrying adversity. A per-
son who learns to live with appreciation learns how to carry the past in a way that 
strengthens the future.


