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Community Cinema is a rare public forum: a space for people to gather who are 
connected by a love of stories, and a belief in their power to change the world.  
This discussion guide is designed as a tool to facilitate dialogue, and deepen understanding 
of the complex issues in the film Evolution of a Criminal. It is also an invitation to not 
only sit back and enjoy the show — but to step up and take action. This guide is not 
meant to be a comprehensive primer on a given topic. Rather, it provides important 
context, and raises thought provoking questions to encourage viewers to think more 
deeply. We provide suggestions for areas to explore in panel discussions, in the 
classroom, in communities, and online. We also provide valuable resources, and 
connections to organizations on the ground that are fighting to make a difference.

For information about the program, visit www.communitycinema.org

Using this Guide

http://www.communitycinema.org
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From the Filmmaker

In the fall of 2006, I was a third year graduate film student at NYU’s 
Tisch School of the Arts. As the school year drew to a close, third 
years were informed that we should begin thinking about our thesis 
film projects. I hadn’t a clue as to what I wanted to shoot, but I knew 
I wanted to make something that challenged and pushed me outside 
of my comfort zone.

Like most people, I frequent the bank a few times a month. Usually, 
it’s no big deal. But one day during my third year, while inside a 
Times Square Bank of America, I stood in line, frozen. I wasn’t sure 
what had come over me, but I couldn’t move. For a brief instant, 
I had a sick feeling that a robbery was about to commence. There I 
stood, 6’ 2”, close to 300lbs, trembling like a child.

Slowly, I began to exhale and breathe. Everything was normal inside 
the bank, and as far as everyone else was concerned, there was no 
imminent danger. I tried to shake off this feeling, but it wouldn’t go 
away. And I knew why. I was preparing myself to pay for my sins, 
my past mistakes. Almost a decade before this episode, over two 
thousand miles away on the outskirts of Houston, Texas, I, along with 
two others, robbed a small Bank of America at gun point.

My greatest fear was that I’d one day find myself on the other side of 
that gun.

I went home and I kept replaying how I felt. My memory took me 
back to that fateful day. I started to think about the innocent employ-
ees and customers inside the bank. I was compelled to find these 
people and apologize for my actions. I had hoped that my apology 
would bring some form of closure, but I quickly learned that closure 
is a construct. It doesn’t exist. Or does it? One moves on, but one 
never forgets.

My family and I had never discussed the robbery or the circum-
stances surrounding it, and I was struggling with my own guilt, con-

fusion, and frustration. After much debate and dread, I decided to 
take a leap of faith by making a documentary about this seemingly 
good kid who evolved into a bank robber, and after prison, into a 
filmmaker. I was that kid.

Artistically, my goal is to tell a film that only I can tell, a film from the 
inside out, one that’s honest and extremely personal, but flawed, 
without a right or wrong answer, a film that lives in that complicated 
gray area. I have a responsibility to the 2 million + incarcerated 
individuals that inhabit our prison system. I have a responsibility to 
my family, the victims, to myself. One does not have to be forever 
defined by one’s mistake. If given the opportunity, one can do better, 
be better. Sadly, those opportunities are too few and far between.

I’m a living, breathing example of what happens when compassion 
enters our judicial system. I could’ve been given 99 years. Instead, 
I received 5 years and a new lease on life.

–Darius Clark Monroe, Director of Evolution of a Criminal
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The Film
Darius Clark Monroe is a filmmaker who was sentenced to five 
years in prison for armed robbery as a teenager. Evolution of 
a Criminal tells the story of how, in trying to help his financially 
strapped family, he made a bad decision that changed the 
course of his life. The film examines the effects of his crime and 
incarceration on those around him, and delves into the meaning 
of forgiveness and redemption.

Darius may not fit the profile of what many envision when 
they think of a “convict.” Interviews with his mother, stepfather, 
grandmother, and other family members reveal that he had 
a considerably happy childhood and good relationships with 
his family. His former teachers emphasize his good academic 
performance, and his friends describe him as fun-loving, reliable, 
and trustworthy.  But his family’s chronic money problems 
weighed heavily on him. His solution was an ill-conceived plan to 
rob a bank.

Although the film does not focus in detail on Darius’s time in 
prison, he explains that while there he earned his GED and 
developed an interest in filmmaking. In his application to New 
York University’s (NYU) film program he did not reveal his 
criminal record, avoiding the negative image his advisor and 
faculty members otherwise would have had of him. They candidly 
admit they would have perceived him differently, especially as it 
pertained to trust, had they known about this aspect of his past. 

The heart of the film is Darius’s apologies to the victims of his 
crime — those who were in the bank at the time of the robbery. 
The scenes speak for themselves: Darius simply shows up at a 
victim’s house, introduces himself, and explains that he came 
to apologize for the distress his crime caused that person. 
Reactions range from surprise and acceptance to expressions 
of a still-present sense of pain and rejection of engaging with him 
and accepting his apology.

Evolution of a Criminal argues a strong case for second 
chances. Through the close-up accounts of his early life, the 
circumstances of his crime, and his life after being imprisoned, 
Darius shows that not all criminals are alike. His autobiographical 
journey demonstrates the power of atonement and redemption, 
and serves as a provocative call for compassion.
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Selected Individiuals from the Film

Uncle Cary  Aunt Carlos Mike  
(Stepfather ) 

Sigrid  
(Mother)

Aunt Portland  

Grandmother  Tai 
(Cousin)

Pierre 
(Classmate; 

Bank robbery accomplice)

Trei 
(Classmate; 

Bank robbery accomplice)

Stacey L. Brownlee 
(Former Assistant District 

Attorney, Fort Bend 

County Juvenile Courts)

Pastor Ned 
(Bank customer)

Darius’s Relatives

Other Individuals from the Film
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Background Information
Risk Factors for 
Criminal Behavior 
What influences can lead a young person to engage in criminal 
activity? Several factors emerge from studies in the fields of 
sociology, psychology, and economics. The Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention reports (2004) the risk fac-
tors that increase the likelihood that a youth will commit delin-
quent or violent acts and summarizes them in three main catego-
ries:

• Individual factors, which include the mother’s prenatal care and 
health habits, and complications during delivery, as well as the 
child’s psychological and behavioral characteristics, such as early 
aggression, hyperactivity, and low IQ. Low academic performance 
and lack of commitment to school are also included here.

• Social factors, including family characteristics such as poor 
parenting skills, parental conflict, child maltreatment, and harsh or 
lax discipline. Also included in this category are peer influences, 
especially gang involvement.

• Community factors, especially living in a high-crime and poverty-
ridden neighborhood. School policies such as suspension and 
expulsion are also linked to increased delinquent behavior.

Juvenile justice experts and law enforcement officials often use a 
list that highlights the most salient risk factors, drawn from 
the categories above (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1995): 

• Failure in school

• Family problems

• Substance abuse

• Pattern behaviors and "conduct" problems, such as chronic 
stealing or running away

• Gang membership and gun possession

Sources:
 » Legislative Analyst’s Office. 1995. “Juvenile Crime – Outlook for 
California: Part III.” http://www.lao.ca.gov/1995/050195_juv_crime/
kkpart3.aspx 

 » Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of 
Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. 2004. “Risk Factors 
for Delinquency: An Overview.” https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/
frd030127.pdf 

http://www.lao.ca.gov/1995/050195_juv_crime/kkpart3.aspx
http://www.lao.ca.gov/1995/050195_juv_crime/kkpart3.aspx
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/frd030127.pdf
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/frd030127.pdf
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The Adolescent Brain
In Darius’s case, the presence of any of these risk factors was 
mitigated by his having a loving and supportive family, growing 
up with a close group of friends in the neighborhood, and being 
a good student who was well regarded by his teachers. In the 
film, his friend and accomplice in the robbery, Trei, suggests that 
simply being a teenager might have been the main contributing 
factor behind their plan to commit the robbery, saying “a teenage 
mind is not formed all the way.” Studies of the adolescent brain 
explore similar theories. Brain imaging studies done during the 
last decade have revealed that, contrary to the earlier belief that 
brain structure was fixed and unchangeable by early childhood, 
the brain continues to develop into early adulthood (Choudhury, 
2010). According to the National Institute of Mental Health 
(NIMH), “One interpretation of these studies is that in teens, the 
parts of the brain involved in emotional responses are fully online, 
or even more active than in adults, while the parts of the brain 
involved in keeping emotional, impulsive responses in check are 
still reaching maturity” (2011). This may explain why adolescents 
engage in dangerous or risky behavior and are less likely to 
pause to consider the potential consequences of their actions or 
to modify their dangerous or inappropriate behaviors (American 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 2011). This under-
standing of adolescent brain development was also used as a 

rationale in the 2005 Supreme Court case Roper v. Simmons, 
in which the juvenile death penalty was ruled to be unconstitu-
tional. Organizations such as the American Academy of Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry (2009) and the American Psychological 
Association (2012) express similar reasoning in policy statements 
and court briefs opposing juvenile life-without-parole sentences.

Sources:
 » American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry. 2009. “Life with-
out Parole for Juvenile Offenders.” http://www.aacap.org/aacap/Policy_
Statements/2009/Life_Without_Parole_for_Juvenile_Offenders.aspx

 » American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry. 2011. “The 
Teen Brain: Behavior, Problem Solving, and Decision Making.” http://
www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/Facts_
for_Families_Pages/The_Teen_Brain_Behavior_Problem_Solving_and_
Decision_Making_95.aspx 

 » American Psychological Association. 2012. “APA Weighs In on the 
Constitutionality of Life without Parole for Juvenile Offenders.” http://www.
apa.org/monitor/2012/04/parole.aspx

 » Choudhury, Suparna. 2010. “Culturing the Adolescent Brain: What Can 
Neuroscience Learn from Anthropology?” http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pmc/articles/PMC2894667/ 

 » National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), National Institutes of Health 
(NIH), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 2011. “The Teen 
Brain: Still Under Construction.” http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publica-
tions/the-teen-brain-still-under-construction/index.shtml

http://www.aacap.org/aacap/Policy_Statements/2009/Life_Without_Parole_for_Juvenile_Offenders.aspx
http://www.aacap.org/aacap/Policy_Statements/2009/Life_Without_Parole_for_Juvenile_Offenders.aspx
http://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/Facts_for_Families_Pages/The_Teen_Brain_Behavior_Problem_Solving_and_Decision_Making_95.aspx
http://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/Facts_for_Families_Pages/The_Teen_Brain_Behavior_Problem_Solving_and_Decision_Making_95.aspx
http://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/Facts_for_Families_Pages/The_Teen_Brain_Behavior_Problem_Solving_and_Decision_Making_95.aspx
http://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/Facts_for_Families_Pages/The_Teen_Brain_Behavior_Problem_Solving_and_Decision_Making_95.aspx
http://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/04/parole.aspx
http://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/04/parole.aspx
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2894667/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2894667/
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/the-teen-brain-still-under-construction/index.shtml
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/the-teen-brain-still-under-construction/index.shtml
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Economic Factors
Although the specific reasons for the financial problems plaguing 
Darius’s family are not explained in depth in the film, their situa-
tion reflects what many families are experiencing today — parents 
working low-wage jobs (often more than one job), who are unable 
to make ends meet, as the attainment of “the American dream” 
eludes them. One large, unexpected drain on their income can 
cause a family’s already precarious situation to collapse. For the 
Monroe family, that event was the burglary that damaged their 
house and resulted in the loss of property.

After paying for the basic necessities, low-wage families — the 
working poor — have very little left for other expenses before 
the next paycheck. In such circumstances, it is easy to use a 
credit card to extend the family’s purchasing ability. Before long, 
credit card debt builds up and the spiral of indebtedness 
gets larger.

Two broad paths can lead to improving the family’s financial pros-
pects — one requiring personal choice and individual action, the 
other involving governmental and institutional initiative. The first 
path means simply reining in spending and avoiding credit card 
use. For low-wage earners, there may be little choice about 
where to make cuts in spending when their salaries barely cover 
the necessities.

The second path calls for an adjustment in economic policy that 
results in the creation of middle-class jobs that pay a living wage. 
It entails a host of complex political considerations and policy 
issues involving a wide range of players in government, business, 
education, and labor.

A Few Definitions 

Working poor – in the United States, defined as persons who spent 
at least 27 weeks in the labor force during the year but whose 
income falls below the official poverty level. Often, those defined as 
"working poor" have debts and they lack the ability to escape per-
sonal and economic contingencies (USLegal, Inc.).

Minimum wage – a base wage; an amount of money that is the 
least amount of money per hour that workers must be paid accord-
ing to the law (Merriam-Webster, Inc.). 

Living wage – a wage based on the cost of living in an area, rather 
than an arbitrary minimum. A living wage takes into account the 
standard of living in an area and allows someone working an ordi-
nary 40 hour per week job to afford shelter, food, health care, and 
other basic necessities of life (Living Wage NYC).

*To find out what the living wage is in your state, go to the Living 
Wage Calculator, developed by the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, http://livingwage.mit.edu/.

Consumerism – pertains to both the promotion of the consum-
er’s interests as well as a preoccupation with and an inclination 
toward the buying of consumer goods (Merriam-Webster, Inc.).

Consumer debt – debts that are owed as a result of purchas-
ing goods that are consumable and/or do not appreciate 
(Investopedia US). Common consumer debt includes what indi-
viduals owe on their credit cards and car and/or school loans. 
Consumer debt does not include mortgages, which are seen as 
an investment (About.com).

Sources
 » About.com. “Consumer Debt Statistics.” http://useconomy.about.com/od/
demand/a/Average-Consumer-Debt-Statistics.htm 

 » Investopedia US. “Consumer Debt.” http://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/
consumer-debt.asp 

 » Living Wage NYC. “What Is a Living Wage?” http://www.livingwagenyc.org/
pagedetail.php?id=3 

 » Merriam-Webster, Inc. “Consumerism.” http://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/consumerism 

 » Merriam-Webster, Inc. “Minimum wage.” http://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/minimum%20wage 

 » USLegal, Inc. “Working Poor Law & Legal Definition.” http://definitions.usle-
gal.com/w/working-poor/

Facts about the Working Poor 

The Working Poor Families Project reports (2011) that

• there are 10.4 million low-income working families in the United 
States;

• more than 47 million people, including 23.5 million children, live in 
low-income working families;

• almost one in three working families struggle to meet basic needs.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reports (2013) that

• about 4% of all full-time workers were classified as working poor, 
along with about 14% of part-time workers;

• the working poor made up a significant portion of certain jobs: 
about 13% of all service workers; about 17% of workers in farm-
ing, fishing, and forestry; and about 10.6% of workers in construc-
tion and extraction industries; 

• about 39% of the working poor in 2011 experienced unemploy-
ment during the year.

Sources
 » U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). 2013. “A Profile of the Working Poor, 
2011.” http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpswp2011.pdf

 » The Working Poor Families Project. 2011. “Great Recession Hit Hard at 
America’s Working Poor: Nearly 1 in 3 Working Families in United States 
Are Low-Income.” http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/pdfs/policybrief-
winter2011.pdf

http://livingwage.mit.edu/
http://useconomy.about.com/od/demand/a/Average-Consumer-Debt-Statistics.htm
http://useconomy.about.com/od/demand/a/Average-Consumer-Debt-Statistics.htm
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/consumer-debt.asp
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/consumer-debt.asp
http://www.livingwagenyc.org/pagedetail.php?id=3
http://www.livingwagenyc.org/pagedetail.php?id=3
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/consumerism
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/consumerism
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/minimum%20wage
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/minimum%20wage
http://definitions.uslegal.com/w/working-poor/
http://definitions.uslegal.com/w/working-poor/
http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpswp2011.pdf
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/pdfs/policybrief-winter2011.pdf
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/pdfs/policybrief-winter2011.pdf
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Race and Incarceration
Conversations

While race is not explicitly discussed in the film — aside from the 
powerful reflection Darius has about his experience as a black 
person having to pick cotton in prison — this documentary comes 
at a time of growing concern about the size of our prison popu-
lation and the impact on poor, overwhelmingly minority communi-
ties. In convening discussions around the film, issues of race are 
likely to come up, especially given the recent national dialogue 
surrounding race and law enforcement in the wake of the deaths 
of Trayvon Martin in Sanford, FL in 2012 and Michael Brown in 
Ferguson, MO in 2014.

Talking about race and incarceration may be one of the more 
challenging discussions to have, and requires sensitivity 
and building trust with your audience. Community Cinema’s 
Facilitator Guide, available at http://www.communitycinema.org/
screening-tools, provides helpful tips and suggested ground 
rules for fostering an environment where audiences feel safe, 
encouraged, and respected so that they can open up and 
engage in productive dialogue with one another around issues 
that are often personal and emotional and have the potential to 
be polarizing. 

There are also professional facilitators trained in this type of dia-
logue that could be invaluable resources to consider, especially 
if there are particular local sensitivities or nuances your com-
munity is facing. Additionally, the Community Relations Service 
(CRS) of the U.S. Department of Justice helps local communi-
ties address community conflicts and tensions arising from 
differences of race, color, and national origin. Learn more, and 
find the nearest regional or field office that serves your area at: 
http://www.justice.gov/crs/about-crs/regional-and-field-offices. 

Statistics

Statistics show that the United States has had the highest incar-
ceration rate in the world since 2002 (Population Reference 
Bureau, 2012). According to the Brennan Center for Justice at 
New York University School of Law, “The U.S. currently incarcer-
ates 2.3 million Americans — disproportionately people of color 

— and more than 25 percent of Americans have a criminal con-
viction.” Data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) from 
2010, the last time comprehensive data were reported, show 
that black people are far more likely to be incarcerated than 
other races. In analyzing the 2010 BJS data, the Pew Research 
Center states that black men were more than six times as likely 
as white men to be incarcerated in federal and state prisons and 
local jails (2013). 

The Sentencing Project analyzed BJS data from 2003, and 
noted that the lifetime likelihood of incarceration based on race 
and gender are as follows: 

All men: 1 in 9

White men: 1 in 17

Black men: 1 in 3

Latino men: 1 in 6

All women: 1 in 56

White women: 1 in 111

Black women: 1 in 18

Latina women: 1 in 45

Sources:
 » Brennan Center for Justice at New York University School of Law. 
http://www.brennancenter.org/issues/justice-all 

 » Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), Office of Justice Programs, U.S. 
Department of Justice. 2011. “Correctional Populations in the United States, 
2010.” http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cpus10.pdf

 » Pew Research Center. 2013. “King’s Dream Remains an Elusive Goal; 
Many Americans See Racial Disparities.” http://www.pewsocialtrends.
org/2013/08/22/kings-dream-remains-an-elusive-goal-many-americans-see-
racial-disparities/4/#incarceration-rate 

 » Population Reference Bureau (PRB). 2012. “U.S. Has World’s Highest 
Incarceration Rate.” http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2012/us-
incarceration.aspx

 » The Sentencing Project. “Racial Disparity.” http://www.sentencingproject.
org/template/page.cfm?id=122 

Disproportionate Minority Contact 

Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) refers to the dispro-
portionate number of minority youth who come into contact 
with the juvenile justice system. States participating in the 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act’s Part B 
Formula Grants program are required to address both juvenile 
delinquency prevention and system improvement efforts to 
reduce, without establishing or requiring numerical standards or 
quotas, the overrepresentation of minority youth in the nation’s 
juvenile justice system.

In 2012, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention reported that 18 states have full-time, state-level 
DMC Coordinators, 37 states have at least part-time DMC 
Coordinators, and 41 states have DMC subcommittees. 
A map and list showing where to find juvenile justice and DMC 
specialists and resources can be found at: http://www.ojjdp.gov/
dmc/resourcelist.asp.

Sources
 » Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice 
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. 2012. “Disproportionate Minority 
Contact.” http://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/239457.pdf

http://communitycinema.org/screening-tools
http://www.justice.gov/crs/about-crs/regional-and-field-offices
http://www.brennancenter.org/issues/justice-all
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cpus10.pdf
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/08/22/kings-dream-remains-an-elusive-goal-many-americans-see-racial-disparities/4/#incarceration-rate
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/08/22/kings-dream-remains-an-elusive-goal-many-americans-see-racial-disparities/4/#incarceration-rate
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/08/22/kings-dream-remains-an-elusive-goal-many-americans-see-racial-disparities/4/#incarceration-rate
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2012/us-incarceration.aspx
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2012/us-incarceration.aspx
http://www.sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=122
http://www.sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=122
http://www.ojjdp.gov/dmc/resourcelist.asp
http://www.ojjdp.gov/dmc/resourcelist.asp
http://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/239457.pdf
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Restorative Justice
When Darius visited and apologized to the people who were 
present during, and affected by, the bank robbery, he was 
engaging in a form of restorative justice. The concept of restor-
ative justice emphasizes repairing the harm to the victim and the 
community caused by an offense, in a face-to-face encounter 
between victim and offender. The focus is on repairing the harm 
done by a criminal act, while holding the offender accountable 
for his actions and giving the victim a chance to express the 
pain, fear, anger, and loss suffered as a result of the offender’s 
actions (The Beyond Intractability Project, 2003). 

In contrast to the criminal justice approach, which focuses on 
the offender and emphasizes guilt and punishment, 
restorative justice focuses on the victim and the community. 
Rather than asking “Whose fault is it?” and “What do they 
deserve?” restorative justice asks, “Who has been hurt?” and 

“What are their needs?” Restorative justice is applied in a variety 
of circumstances, from conflicts in school settings to interna-
tional conflicts, and by a wide range of practitioners, including 
lawyers, legislators, teachers, judges, police officers, public poli-
cy experts, scholars, prison administrators, and victim advocates 
(Restorative Justice Online).

Sources:
 » The Beyond Intractability Project, The Conflict Information Consortium, 
University of Colorado. 2013. “Restorative Justice.” http://www.beyondin-

tractability.org/essay/restorative_justice/ 
 » Restorative Justice Online, Prison Fellowship International Centre for Justice 
and Reconciliation. “What Is Restorative Justice?” http://www.restorativejus-

tice.org/university-classroom/01introduction 

Reentry to Society
Each year, over six hundred thousand inmates are released from 
state and federal prisons (BJS, September 2014). A majority of 
these ex-offenders lack job training or educational skills. Many 
also suffer from drug addiction and mental health problems. 
While in prison, only 7 to 17 percent of prisoners who meet 
DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) 
criteria for alcohol and drug dependence or abuse receive treat-
ment (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2011). All federal pris-
ons and about 90 percent of state and local prisons offer educa-
tion and training programs, but participation is voluntary (Federal 
Bureau of Prisons). Overall, more than 50 percent of prisoners 
avail themselves of these opportunities; however, completion 
rates vary (BJS, 2003). 

One of the biggest problems associated with the release of 
prisoners is that of recidivism, or relapse into criminal behavior. 
Nearly two-thirds of ex-offenders are arrested again within three 
years of release (BJS, April 2014). Offenders with untreated 
drug dependency and those who lack job skills are apt to return 
to their former criminal behavior. However, those who participate 

in prison education programs and have at least a high school 
equivalency diploma or some postsecondary education are in 
a much better position to reenter the community upon release 
(Rand Corporation, 2013). As we learn in the film, Darius took 
advantage of prison education programs and received his GED 
while incarcerated. The Pew Charitable Trusts released a 2011 
report on the state of recidivism, and included strategies that 
can reduce crime and cut corrections costs, such as beginning 
preparation for release at the time of prison admission, imple-
menting evidence-based programs and practices in prisons, and 
governing the supervision of probationers and parolees in the 
community postrelease.

Another commonly referenced barrier to reentry includes “col-
lateral consequences,” which the American Bar Association’s 
(ABA) Criminal Justice Section defines as “opportunities and 
benefits that are no longer fully available to a person, or legal 
restrictions a person may operate under, because of their 
criminal conviction.” These vary from state to state, and may 
include prohibiting ex-convicts from owning firearms or requir-
ing that they notify potential employers about their conviction. 
The ABA Criminal Justice Section, supported by an award from 
the National Institute of Justice (NIJ) and under the direction of 
Congress, created an interactive tool that contains an inventory 
of collateral consequences across states. For more information, 
visit: http://www.abacollateralconsequences.org.

Sources:
 » Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), Office of Justice Programs, U.S. 
Department of Justice. 2003. “Education and Correctional Populations.” 
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ecp.pdf 

 » Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), Office of Justice Programs, U.S. 
Department of Justice. April 2014. “Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 30 
States in 2005: Patterns from 2005 to 2010.” http://www.bjs.gov/content/
pub/pdf/rprts05p0510.pdf 

 » Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), Office of Justice Programs, U.S. 
Department of Justice. September 2014. “Prisoners in 2012.” http://www.
bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p12tar9112.pdf 

 » Federal Bureau of Prisons. “Education Programs.” http://www.bop.gov/
inmates/custody_and_care/education.jsp

 » American Bar Association (ABA) Criminal Justice Section. “What Are 
Collateral Consequences?” http://www.abacollateralconsequences.org/
user_guide/#q01 

 » National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), National Institutes of Health (NIH), 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 2011. “Treating Offenders 
with Drug Problems: Integrating Public Health and Public Safety.” http://
www.drugabuse.gov/sites/default/files/drugs_crime.pdf 

 » Pew Charitable Trusts. 2011. “State of Recidivism: The Revolving Door 
of America’s Prisons.” http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/
reports/0001/01/01/state-of-recidivism 

 » Rand Corporation. 2013. “Evaluating the Effectiveness of Correctional 
Education: A Meta-Analysis of Programs That Provide Education to 
Incarcerated Adults.” https://www.bja.gov/Publications/RAND_Correctional-
Education-Meta-Analysis.pdf

http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/restorative_justice/
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/restorative_justice/
http://www.restorativejustice.org/university-classroom/01introduction
http://www.restorativejustice.org/university-classroom/01introduction
http://www.abacollateralconsequences.org
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/ecp.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/rprts05p0510.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/rprts05p0510.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p12tar9112.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p12tar9112.pdf
http://www.bop.gov/inmates/custody_and_care/education.jsp
http://www.bop.gov/inmates/custody_and_care/education.jsp
http://www.abacollateralconsequences.org/user_guide/#q01
http://www.abacollateralconsequences.org/user_guide/#q01
http://www.drugabuse.gov/sites/default/files/drugs_crime.pdf
http://www.drugabuse.gov/sites/default/files/drugs_crime.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/0001/01/01/state-of-recidivism
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/0001/01/01/state-of-recidivism
https://www.bja.gov/Publications/RAND_Correctional-Education-Meta-Analysis.pdf
https://www.bja.gov/Publications/RAND_Correctional-Education-Meta-Analysis.pdf
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Support for Reentry
Along with housing, drug treatment, and medical care, the 
most pressing reentry challenge to newly released inmates 
is employment. Evidence shows that programs that provide 
former inmates with needed support after release reduce 
recidivism, but education and employment are key to success-
ful reentry (The Council of State Governments Justice Center, 
2013; Rand Corporation, 2013). In a 2006 poll commissioned 
by the National Council on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD), 
Americans expressed overwhelming support for services that 
would help released offenders find housing, jobs, drug treat-
ment, and other services to help them reenter society.  Although 
the poll results indicate that the public is aware of the needs of 
former prisoners, respondents were not asked about their will-
ingness to support the allocation of public funding to pay for the 
necessary level of services.

Programs around the country exist to help inmates make a suc-
cessful reentry into society. Below are a few examples: 

Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) is a nonprofit 
organization that has been running for more than 30 years. 
Its goal has been to provide immediate, comprehensive, and 
effective employment services for men and women returning 
from incarceration. http://ceoworks.org/ 

KEY/Crest (state of Delaware) is a corrections- and com-
munity-based multistage substance abuse treatment program 
for drug-involved offenders. http://www.crimesolutions.gov/
ProgramDetails.aspx?ID=55 

The Cornell Prison Education Program (Cornell University, 
Ithaca, New York) is dedicated to supporting incarcerated 
persons’ academic ambitions and preparation for successful 
reentry. http://www.sce.cornell.edu/sce/cpep.php 

Project Bridge (Rhode Island) is an outreach and intensive 
case management program for HIV-positive ex-offenders 
from Rhode Island state prisons, operated by the Miriam 
Hospital in Providence, Rhode Island. http://hdwg.org/sites/
default/files/resources/ProjectBridge.pdf 

The Fortune Society (New York City), a prisoner aid organiza-
tion, has established housing that accepts anyone who agrees 
to be employed, is in treatment and/or in school for 35 hours 
per week and who does not pose a “present threat of danger.” 
http://www.nhi.org/online/issues/139/exoffenders.html; 
http://fortunesociety.org/

Sources:
 » The Council of State Governments (CSG) Justice Center. 2013. “Integrated 
Reentry and Employment Strategies: Reducing Recidivism and Promoting 
Job Readiness.” https://www.bja.gov/Publications/CSG-Reentry-and-
Employment.pdf 

 » National Council on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD). 2006. “Attitudes of 
US Voters toward Prisoner Rehabilitation and Reentry Policies.” http://www.
nccdglobal.org/sites/default/files/publication_pdf/focus-reentry-and-rehab.
pdf 

 » Rand Corporation. 2013. “Serving Time or Wasting Time?” http://www.rand.
org/pubs/periodicals/rand-review/issues/2013/fall/viewing-gallery.html 

The Role of Forgiveness  
Forgiveness plays an important role in the health of the individual 
as well as the health of society. According to the Mayo Clinic, 

“Forgiveness is a decision to let go of resentment and thoughts 
of revenge” and “can lead to healthier relationships.” Forgiveness 
doesn’t mean denying the other person’s responsibility for hurt-
ing you, but it does mean moving away from being a victim, and 
reducing the power the offender has had in your life. Forgiveness 
involves understanding and compassion toward the person who 
has offended you. Other benefits of forgiveness are 

• greater spiritual and psychological well-being;

• less anxiety, stress, and hostility;

• lower blood pressure;

• fewer symptoms of depression;

• lower risk of alcohol and substance abuse. 

Self-forgiveness is an important aspect of forgiveness, allowing 
the offender to acknowledge the transgression, learn 
from it, and move forward, focusing on his or her value to 
others (Fetzer Institute).

Sources:
 » Fetzer Institute. “Practices of Love & Forgiveness.” http://loveandforgive.org/
loveandforgive/take-action/practice-love-a-forgiveness 

 » Mayo Clinic. “Forgiveness: Letting Go of Grudges and Bitterness.” http://
www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/adult-health/in-depth/forgiveness/art-
20047692

The Second Chance Act 

Passed by Congress with overwhelming bipartisan support and 
signed into law in April 2008, the Second Chance Act seeks 
to improve outcomes for offenders who are released into the 
community. The act authorizes federal grants to government 
agencies and nonprofit organizations to provide employment 
assistance, substance abuse treatment, housing, family program-
ming, mentoring, victim support, and other services that can 
help reduce recidivism. To learn about the grantees and their 
programs, see the interactive map at http://csgjusticecenter.org/
nrrc/posts/second-chance-act-grants-help-further-promising-
reentry-programs-and-practices/.

http://ceoworks.org/
http://www.crimesolutions.gov/ProgramDetails.aspx?ID=55
http://www.crimesolutions.gov/ProgramDetails.aspx?ID=55
http://www.sce.cornell.edu/sce/cpep.php
http://hdwg.org/sites/default/files/resources/ProjectBridge.pdf
http://hdwg.org/sites/default/files/resources/ProjectBridge.pdf
http://www.nhi.org/online/issues/139/exoffenders.html
http://fortunesociety.org/
https://www.bja.gov/Publications/CSG-Reentry-and-Employment.pdf
https://www.bja.gov/Publications/CSG-Reentry-and-Employment.pdf
http://www.nccdglobal.org/sites/default/files/publication_pdf/focus-reentry-and-rehab.pdf
http://www.nccdglobal.org/sites/default/files/publication_pdf/focus-reentry-and-rehab.pdf
http://www.nccdglobal.org/sites/default/files/publication_pdf/focus-reentry-and-rehab.pdf
http://www.rand.org/pubs/periodicals/rand-review/issues/2013/fall/viewing-gallery.html
http://www.rand.org/pubs/periodicals/rand-review/issues/2013/fall/viewing-gallery.html
http://loveandforgive.org/loveandforgive/take-action/practice-love-a-forgiveness
http://loveandforgive.org/loveandforgive/take-action/practice-love-a-forgiveness
http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/adult-health/in-depth/forgiveness/art-20047692
http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/adult-health/in-depth/forgiveness/art-20047692
http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/adult-health/in-depth/forgiveness/art-20047692
http://csgjusticecenter.org/nrrc/posts/second-chance-act-grants-help-further-promising-reentry-programs-and-practices/
http://csgjusticecenter.org/nrrc/posts/second-chance-act-grants-help-further-promising-reentry-programs-and-practices/
http://csgjusticecenter.org/nrrc/posts/second-chance-act-grants-help-further-promising-reentry-programs-and-practices/
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A screening of Evolution of a Criminal can be used to spark 
interest in any of the following topics and inspire both individual 
and community action. In planning a screening, consider find-
ing speakers, panelists, or discussion leaders who have exper-
tise in one or more of the following areas:

Personal values

Self-image

Restitution, apology, atonement, and redemption

Forgiveness

Consumerism and personal debt

Living wage

Safety nets for the working poor 

Child poverty

Rehabilitation and reentry

Recidivism

Criminal and juvenile justice (trying juveniles as adults, 
mass incarceration, etc.) 

Restorative justice

Youth development

Thinking More Deeply 
1.  Darius was a good student, a school leader, and well liked by his 

teachers and friends, yet he risked all in committing the robbery. 
How do you explain his decision to engage in an armed bank 
robbery? Stacey L. Brownlee, the former Assistant District 
Attorney in the film tells him, “You messed up for a reason.” 
Do you think Darius wanted to fail? Why do you think he “messed 
up”? What influences do you think impacted his decision?

2.  Why do you think this film is titled “Evolution” of a Criminal? 
Were there events or behaviors in Darius’s life leading up 
to criminality? How did Darius “evolve” before and after the 
bank robbery?

3.  When a crime is committed, many people are affected. Think of 
all the people who were touched one way or another by 
the crime Darius and his friends committed. Who was affected 
and in what ways?

4.   When has a criminal paid his or her dues? Do you think that jail time 
suffices, or is there further restitution that the individual should pay? 
Do you think that after convicts have served their time in jail, that 
once released they are treated in society as though they have paid 
their dues?

5.  Does the criminal justice system have a duty to rehabilitate prisoners 
or simply to exact punishment or retribution? Explain your position.

6.  What was your initial reaction to seeing Darius apologize to one of 
the victims of the bank robbery? Do you think what he did was a 
good idea? Why or why not? How would you react if someone who 
had wronged you, whether through a crime or otherwise, showed 
up at your door to apologize and seek forgiveness? 

7.  Discussing Darius’s time in prison, his family members highlight that 
while there he didn’t remain idle, and he received his GED and 

“did something that the average convict doesn’t do.” What do you 
think motivated Darius to do this? What obstacles or barriers do 
you think inmates might face in trying to pursue an education while 
in prison? 

8.  Aunt Carlos mentions a “familiar spirit in this family” when referring 
to the multiple other members of Darius’s extended family who 
were also imprisoned, and that “it’s going to eventually happen to 
somebody, except we just don’t know who.” What do you think she 
meant by these statements? What impact do you think having family 
members who were imprisoned might have on an individual’s own 
likeliness of also being imprisoned? 

9.  In the film, several members of the New York University (NYU) fac-
ulty admit they would have related to Darius differently had they 
known he had been in prison. His graduate film professor, Charles 
Blackwell, said that he probably wouldn’t have chosen Darius to 
be his graduate assistant if he had known. This would’ve resulted 
in Darius not receiving a scholarship and funding for his studies at 
NYU. Think about your own behavior in a similar situation. 
How would you relate to someone you knew was a former inmate, 
versus how you would relate if you didn’t know about his or her 
incarceration? What accounts for the differences? What impact 
might your actions have on the livelihood and quality of life for the 
former inmate?

10. Toward the end of the film, Uncle Cary says, “Nobody determines my 
future but me.” How is this reflected in the choices Darius made? 
Is an individual completely in control of his or her own destiny?

Topics and Issues 
Relevant to 
Evolution of a Criminal
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1.  Volunteer with a local organization that focuses on providing sup-
port for inmates returning to the community. The National Reentry 
Resource Center (NRRC), a project of the Council of State 
Governments (CSG) Justice Center, has a state-based directory of 
organizations that may already exist in your town. For more details 
visit: http://csgjusticecenter.org/reentry/reentry-service-directories/. 
If there is not already a reentry program near you, consider working 
with members of your community, such as business leaders, 
clergy, social service providers, and educators, to design one. 
Two resources that can provide important background information 
before undertaking this initiative are Reentry MythBusters 
(http://csgjusticecenter.org/documents/0000/1090/REENTRY_
MYTHBUSTERS.pdf) and After Prison: Roadblocks to Reentry 
(http://lac.org/roadblocks-to-reentry). Both offer comprehensive and 
up-to-date legal and social services information on the federal and 
state levels.

2.  Learn about the prison system in your state. Links to each state’s 
department of corrections are listed at http://www.corrections.com/
links/show?Cat=30. How many people are in your local jail? 
State prison system? What local or state policies are being consid-
ered to reduce the number of people incarcerated where you live? 
What programs are available to inmates? How are they prepared 
for reentry?

3.  Explore the notion of forgiveness. The Fetzer Institute has archived 
materials from its Campaign for Love and Forgiveness, which 
encouraged people to bring love and forgiveness into the heart of 
individual and community life. Their website offers resources specifi-
cally geared toward having conversations on the topics of love and/
or forgiveness: http://loveandforgive.org/loveandforgive/take-action/
start-conversations. Consider having a discussion with your family, 
friends, or spiritual advisor around these issues.

4.  Volunteer your services with a local victim assistance program. 
Find the Online Directory of Crime Victim Services as well as 
a list of helplines of national organizations on the website of the 
Office for Victims of Crime: http://www.ovc.gov/help/index.html. 

5.  The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention recom-
mends mentoring as an effective way to prevent at-risk youth 
from becoming involved in delinquency and also to help already 
delinquent youth change their lives for the better. Their website 
offers an array of mentoring resources, including links to national 
programs with local mentoring opportunities, such as Big Brothers 
Big Sisters of America. For more information, visit: http://www.ojjdp.
gov/programs/mentoring.html.

For additional outreach ideas, visit http://www.itvs.org, the web-
site of Independent Television Service (ITVS). For local 
information, check the website of your PBS station.

Suggestions for Action 

Resources
Note: Each resource's description is primarily adapted from 
language provided on the organization's website.

http://www.itvs.org/films/evolution-of-a-criminal—This is ITVS’s 
website for the film.

Reentry Resources

http://www.nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/—The National 
Reentry Resource Center (NRRC) provides education, training, 
and technical assistance to states, tribes, territories, local govern-
ments, service providers, nonprofit organizations, and corrections 
institutions working on prisoner reentry. The NRRC is a service 
of the CSG Justice Center, a national nonprofit organization that 

serves policymakers at the local, state, and federal levels. The 
Justice Center builds on the solid foundation of work related to 
reentry, and uses a data-driven approach to reduce corrections 
spending and reinvest savings in strategies that can decrease 
crime and strengthen neighborhoods. 

http://csgjusticecenter.org/documents/0000/1090/REENTRY_
MYTHBUSTERS.pdf — Reentry MythBusters are a first product 
of the Federal Interagency Reentry Council. They are essentially 
fact sheets, designed to clarify existing federal policies that affect 
formerly incarcerated individuals and their families in areas such 
as public housing, access to benefits, parental rights, employer 
incentives, Medicaid suspension/termination, and more.

http://csgjusticecenter.org/reentry/reentry-service-directories/
http://csgjusticecenter.org/documents/0000/1090/REENTRY_MYTHBUSTERS.pdf
http://csgjusticecenter.org/documents/0000/1090/REENTRY_MYTHBUSTERS.pdf
http://lac.org/roadblocks-to-reentry
http://www.corrections.com/links/show?Cat=30
http://www.corrections.com/links/show?Cat=30
http://loveandforgive.org/loveandforgive/take-action/start-conversations
http://loveandforgive.org/loveandforgive/take-action/start-conversations
http://www.ovc.gov/help/index.html
http://www.ojjdp.gov/programs/mentoring.html
http://www.ojjdp.gov/programs/mentoring.html
http://www.itvs.org
http://www.itvs.org/films/evolution-of-a-criminal
http://www.nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/
http://csgjusticecenter.org/documents/0000/1090/REENTRY_MYTHBUSTERS.pdf
http://csgjusticecenter.org/documents/0000/1090/REENTRY_MYTHBUSTERS.pdf
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http://www.osborneny.org/ — The Osborne Association has an 
80-year history of leadership in working with currently and for-
merly incarcerated men, women, and children, as well as families 
affected by the incarceration of a loved one, offering opportunities 
for reform and rehabilitation through public education, advocacy, 
and alternatives to incarceration that respect the dignity of people 
and honor their capacity for change. 

http://ojp.gov/fbnp/faqs.htm — The U.S. Department of Justice’s 
Center for Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships coordi-
nates agency efforts for the elimination of regulatory, contracting, 
and other programmatic obstacles so as to enable faith-based 
and community organizations to access resources they need to 
provide vital social and community services. One of its main prior-
ity areas is effective prisoner reentry.

http://www.prisonfellowship.org/ — Founded by Chuck Colson, 
who served time in prison for his role in the Watergate scandal 
in the early 1970s, Prison Fellowship is a Christian organization 
that ministers to prisoners and their families. Through its Urban 
Ministry Institute and its InnerChange Freedom Initiative, Prison 
Fellowship prepares inmates for reentry.

http://fortunesociety.org/ — The Fortune Society’s mission is to 
support successful reentry from prison and promote alternatives 
to incarceration in order to strengthen the fabric of communities. 
The Fortune Society’s Housing Program empowers homeless, 
formerly incarcerated individuals and their families to build better 
futures through stable and affordable housing. 

http://www.lac.org/ — The Legal Action Center is the only non-
profit law and policy organization in the United States whose sole 
mission is to fight discrimination against people with histories 
of addiction, HIV/AIDS, or criminal records, and to advocate for 
sound public policies in these areas.

Prison Programs

http://www.CrimeSolutions.gov/ — The Office of Justice Programs’ 
CrimeSolutions.gov website uses rigorous research to determine 
what works in criminal justice, juvenile justice, and crime victim 
services. In addition to continuing to capture ongoing reviews of 
justice programs, CrimeSolutions.gov now also presents reviews 
of justice practices.

http://prisonstudiesproject.org/why-prison-education-programs/ 
Launched at Harvard University in 2008, the Prison Studies 
Project (PSP) promotes informed conversation about the 
challenges of mass incarceration through an interdisciplinary 
approach committed to education and policy change. The PSP 
teaches college courses in prisons and maintains a national direc-
tory of prison education programs. This section, “Why Prison 
Education?” discusses the benefits of education in prison.

Reconciliation

http://www.restorativejustice.org/ — Restorative Justice Online is 
a service of the Prison Fellowship International Centre for Justice 
and Reconciliation. Its purpose is to be an authoritative, cred-
ible, nonpartisan resource of information on restorative justice, an 
approach that emphasizes repairing the harm caused by crime.

http://theforgivenessproject.com/ — The Forgiveness Project is a 
nonpartisan, nondenominational charitable organization based 
in the United Kingdom, which explores forgiveness, reconcilia-
tion, and conflict resolution through real-life human experience.  
Their thought-provoking exhibition, The F Word, is a collection of 
arresting images and personal narratives exploring forgiveness in 
the face of atrocity. It is available in the United Kingdom and the 
United States.

http://www.npr.org/2011/07/28/138791912/victims-confront-
offenders-face-to-face — This is the Talk of the Nation podcast of 
the story “Victims Confront Offenders, Face to Face.”

The Working Poor

http://www.nelp.org/content/content_issues/category/liv-
ing_wage_laws/ — The National Employment Law Project (NELP) 
works with national, state, and local allies to promote policies 
and programs that create good jobs, strengthen upward mobility, 
enforce hard-won worker rights, and help unemployed workers 
regain their economic footing through improved benefits and ser-
vices. This section, “Living Wage Laws,” explains the term 
and NELP’s efforts related to the issue.

http://povertyinamerica.mit.edu/ — Poverty in America is an accel-
erated research, data development, and distribution research 
program that provides new understanding of the manifestation, 
meaning, and causes of enduring economic distress.

http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/ — The Working Poor Families 
Project is a national initiative focused on state workforce 
development policies involving (1) education and skills training for 
adults, (2) economic development, and (3) income and 
work supports.

http://www.osborneny.org/
http://ojp.gov/fbnp/faqs.htm
http://www.prisonfellowship.org/
http://fortunesociety.org/
http://www.lac.org/
http://www.CrimeSolutions.gov/
http://prisonstudiesproject.org/why-prison-education-programs/
http://www.restorativejustice.org/
http://theforgivenessproject.com/
http://www.npr.org/2011/07/28/138791912/victims-confront-offenders-face-to-face
http://www.npr.org/2011/07/28/138791912/victims-confront-offenders-face-to-face
http://www.nelp.org/content/content_issues/category/living_wage_laws/
http://www.nelp.org/content/content_issues/category/living_wage_laws/
http://povertyinamerica.mit.edu/
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/
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