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The Right Track: 
stories of justice & redemption  

 
A documentary by Noel Julnes-Dehner 

 
 
 
Overview: Re-entry from Incarceration 
Nationally, over 600,000 people are released from incarceration, which translates into 
25,000 prisoners released to Ohio communities each year. And nearly 2 million Ohio 
citizens have criminal records. 
 
Many people re-entering society encounter numerous obstacles that hinder their transition 
from prison to community life. A criminal record negatively affects work, housing, and 
educational opportunities. As a result, of these collateral consequences many cannot 
become gainfully employed, productive members of their community upon their release 
from prison. This predicament affects families. According to the Pew Center on the 
States, children of incarcerated parents experience emotional and psychological trauma, 
and an increased risk of juvenile delinquency and poverty. 
 
 
The Documentary: The Right Track: stories of justice and redemption  
In these portraits, The Right Track explores the tension between justice and redemption as 
experienced by people who have committed crimes, and as experienced by judges and 
prosecutor mindful of public safety, who speak on behalf of the victims and  about the 
need for legal and societal change.  
 
The Right Track tells the stories of Ira, Juandais, Earl, Sheila, Doug, and Tony  as they 
describe their crime and time in prison, the turning point, and their battles for a stabilized 
life as returning citizens. By listening to their conversations, you will hear how they 
emerge from incarceration transformed, leave behind stressful memories, return to 
families damaged by the separation, celebrate their second chance and persevere.  
 
General Discussion Questions 
The Right Track does not offer solutions. It provides a forum for discussion about what 
Ohioans value and reflection about changes that could be made to benefit our 
communities. 
 
The following discussion questions may be helpful, in small or large groups: 

1. What is justice? 
2. What beliefs, moral and social, lead to laws and policies in the field of criminal 

justice? 
3. What do we value as a society? What basic principles inform our society, and 

which principles take precedence? 
4. How does religion inform our beliefs?  
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5. How is punishment defined? What is the role of punishment?  For justice? 
Retribution? Vengeance? 

6. What is rehabilitation, and what is its role in criminal justice? How important is 
it to rehabilitate an offender?  

7. Who can be a member of the community? What are the prerequisites to re-
becoming a member after one has been imprisoned? To what extent may 
individual rights be restored to an ex-offender? 

 
 
Discussion Questions Related to the Film 
Sheila: My addiction had taken me to the point of not caring anymore. Of not being able 
to live the way I was living. I shot and nearly killed my husband. 
Sheila talks about “not caring anymore,” so she acted accordingly. In what other ways 
does domestic violence affect one’s life and attitudes? How does violence affect one’s 
sense of choices and options, or lack of options? 
 
Earl:  When I was 35 I caught a dope case and they sent me to prison. They gave me a 
drug trafficking charge, a non-violent drug trafficking offense. They gave me 20 years. 
Earl was convicted of non-violent drug trafficking.  Is drug trafficking non-violent?  
Does a 20-year sentence seem long or short? 
 
Ira:  I started selling drugs when I was 14 up to 19; 20 years old then I started using 
drugs. 
Ira talks abut getting involved with drugs to escape a bad situation, but his actions  
worsened his situation. Can you think of a time in your life when you made that kind of 
decision, doing something that you thought would help you but it only hurt you?  How 
is Ira’s decision like yours, and how is it different?  How were the consequences 
different for you and for him?  Was that fair? 
 
Prosecutor Joseph Deters:  I'm not a sociologist, but these young kids, when they don't 
have a male figure in their household, they're going to look up to somebody, and 
unfortunately sometimes it's the drug dealer in the neighborhood. 
What do you think about the prosecutor’s comment about the lack of a male figure? 
How does a parent's incarceration affect children? 
 
Doug:  I started, I guess, in high school with my friends. I started smoking weed and it 
sort of grew from that. And then I fell of a cliff and broke my leg, and that was my 
biggest addiction, was pain pills because I couldn't deal with the pain of my leg. 
Doug mentions two influences in his life that led to his addiction: friends and pain. 
What support systems that might have prevented him from taking that path? 
 

Tony:  I was there for a white collar crime. It was an environmental issue that related to 
the permitting. There was a change in management. It was much easier to make me a 
scapegoat than to work through the issues that were outstanding. 
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Tony is bitter that he did not have a chance to tell his story to a jury of his peers. He did 
not go to trial because of the expense that would be involved and the chance of a longer 
sentence. His incarceration had a devastating effect on his family's finances. 
Is it just to give someone a greater penalty by going to trial than not going to trial? Who 
benefits and who is penalized. 
 
Tony blames his crime on scapegoating, hinting that it wasn’t his fault.  What do you 
think is the tipping point from justice to scapegoating? 
 
Judge Norbert Nadel: We've tried to provide drug treatment but unless someone is 
motivated to change, it's not going to work. 
Judge Nadine Allen: What is the impact of drugs on crime? How much does alcohol play 
into crime? It's almost 90%. When are you going to get sober? 
What is behind the prevalence of substance abuse? What needs to happen for substance 
abusers to have a successful re-entry into society? Who should fund this? 
 
Prosecutor Joseph Deters:  Most victims don't care what the mental state of the offender 
was. They just know that this person has removed a loved one from their life. And they 
don't care if they were high, they don't care they were drunk.  
The night Sheila shot her husband she felt she was defending herself.  How do you decide 
who is the victim and who is the offender? Can violence be justified?  Her husband 
wanted to have the charges dropped. What is the problem if an offender is not 
prosecuted?   Is there a place for reconciliation when violence is ongoing?  How could a 
person’s religious community help?  How has it failed in combating domestic violence? 
 
Earl: They put me in a closed camp with murderers, rapist, robbers, serial killers, 
cannibal that eats people. I was in there with all that and had to roommate with them. 
Earl is the person convicted of non-violent drug trafficking.  What is the purpose of 
incarceration? Did it accomplish that purpose for society and for him? 
 
Ira: If you back down everybody's going to take advantage of you. It was really, I'm a 
people person but in prison and on the street I didn't want to show that. I always wanted 
to be hard so in prison you got to be hard. 
What is the place of justice within the prisons themselves? How does prison life and 
experience uphold, maintain, or contravene justice? 
 
Tony:  There's truly a prison industrial complex in this country and they're great federal 
jobs, they're great. they're out in the middle of nowhere and your representatives can say, 
Look, I brought jobs to the community. And we're warehousing and destroying the lives 
of so many people. 
The United States leads the world in the number of its people incarcerated. Why do you 
think that is? 
 
Sheila:  A terrible, horrible trauma that everything is taken away from you, everything. 
And you have to learn how to survive...The scariest thing I believe that could ever happen 
to any woman is going to prison. 
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What should incarceration be like for prisoners? 
 
Prosecutor Joseph Deters:  (Six per cent of criminals, of all the criminals, six percent 
commit 70% of the crime.) It is really a small group of core individuals who are 
committing a lot of the crime. (And the challenge for us, in my mind, is to identify who 
they are,) and it sounds cruel, but you lock them up as long as you can. 
Does Mr.  Deters’ solution solve the problem?  How is it fair?  How is it unfair?  Can you 
imagine other options or possibilities? 
 
Ira:  When I got to jail, I guess you could, my life flashed before me. You going back to 
prison, you gonna do something, you gonna rob something, you gonna go to prison or 
you gonna be dead. And right then I kind of hit my knees and asked God to help me 
change my life. 
What does your religious tradition say to someone who has done wrong? What is the 
source of that teaching? How might your faith tradition teach, support, or transform him 
or her?   
 
Sheila:  When I was five I was sexually molested by a family member, and I grew up 
confused and looking for love in all the wrong places and it really changed 
everything's… There were some major changes in my life by two programs in prison. I 
learned that it's OK to love yourself. That you don't need it in another partner. I learned 
how to say no. I learned how to do boundaries. 
Prison programs have proven to be invaluable, helping people both in the prison and after 
their release.  Besides the two lessons that Sheila mentioned, what else might be taught?  
How might incarceration offer an educational experience? What programs are offered in 
your state's prisons? 
 
Doug:  When I got out the last time, I knew there was no way I was going back in there. 
Does the experience of incarceration deter crime, or does it teach or foster attitudes and 
behavior that lead one to “go back in there”?  
 
Text: More than 4 out of 10 adult offenders return to prison within three years of their 
release. Pew Center on the States 
What is needed to keep people from re-incarceration? 
 
Sheila:  Reentering life from prison, the prison leaves you seventy five dollars and will 
take you to a bus station, that's what you're, you know, that's the preparation you have 
when you leave prison. 
What do you think of the role of society and government in helping people after release? 
Do we have a further responsibility after one’s punishment is finished, to help a person 
return to productive life? 
 
Doug:  I've seen apartment complexes that are trash everywhere, drug dealers 
everywhere and they say, oh you can't live here because you've got a felony. 
How long should someone be punished? Does the type of crime make a difference? 
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Text: There are hundreds of barriers to employment  education and housing for people 
with felony records. Center for Criminal Justice Research at the University of Cincinnati. 
Barriers or collateral consequences vary by state and can change by legislation. What are 
some barriers in Ohio? (http://opd.ohio.gov/CIVICC.) How do these barriers affect 
society, when so many are unable to have a sustainable lifestyle? 
 
Text: Children of incarcerated parents experience emotional and psychological trauma 
and an increased risk of juvenile delinquency and poverty. Pew Center on the States 
How would you imagine the family that a person meets upon returning from 
incarceration? 
 
Judge Nadine Allen:  We have to continue to work on the public perception that an ex-
offender is a bad, bad, bad person and should be punished for the rest of their life. 
Do you agree or disagree? Should there be limitations on how long a felony record is 
available to potential employers? 
 
Judge Norbert Nadel: The job market requires skills. There aren't as many jobs available 
for people who are unskilled, and when I say skilled I'm not talking about computer 
skilled or what. I'm talking about people who can paint, construction workers, plumbers, 
electricians. One of the problems is that we don't have trade schools anymore. 
Look in newspapers and online. What jobs are available? What training is necessary? Is 
there a collateral sanction barring employment? 
 
Text:  Message to Community 
What message does the community give to people returning to society? What are their 
messages to society? 
 
Juandais:  What would make re-entry easier, I think, for the potential employer to be able 
to look at giving a person a second chance. There's gambles with everything. 
What are the benefits and dangers of giving somebody a second chance? 
 
Juandais:  I think the churches have the power to go into the community and help more... 
I think, I believe if you're in a church organization and that pastor has connections with 
business, I think those businesses are more apt to hire someone that's being referred to 
them from a church or a church organization than they would with just anyone coming in 
off the street. 
How can religious organizations help someone who is re-entering society?  What kind of 
help or support can they offer? 
 
Jurisprudence Discussion Guide 
 
Barriers or Collateral Sanctions 
According to the American Bar Association,  "the term  'collateral sanction' means a legal 
penalty, disability or disadvantage…that is imposed on a person automatically upon that 
person’s conviction for a felony, misdemeanor or other offense, even if it is not included 
in the sentence." Depending upon the state, examples of sanctions would be barriers to 
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employment such as  loss of a professional license,  barriers to housing and education and 
loss of voting rights. 
 
Ohio Senate Bill SB 337, effective September 28, 2012,  addresses changes in the law 
concerning collateral sanctions in Ohio. See 
http://www.drc.ohio.gov/web/SB337FinalAnalysis.pdf. 
 
 In SB 337 two certificates were created, the Certificate for Qualification of Employment 
and Certificate of Achievement and Employability. See http://opd.ohio.gov/CIVICC. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 1) Choose an offense, such as Breaking and Entering, and discuss which collateral 
 sanctions you would impose. Would there be mitigating circumstances? A time 
 limit? 
 2) Why or why not do you think the new Certificate for Qualification of 
 Employment and the Certificate of Achievement and Employability will help 
 people with criminal records find employment? 
 
Expungement is the sealing of a criminal record so that it is unable to be viewed by the 
public.  For information about the process and the conditions that must be met, see 
http://www.reentrycoalition.ohio.gov/docs/expunge.pdf.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 1) Do you agree with the list of crimes and categories exempt from expungement? 
 2) What would worry you about hiring someone with a criminal record? What 
 would you need to know before you hired someone with a record? 
 
 
Discuss a case 
Supreme Court case:  Robinson v. California, 370 U.S. 660 (1962) See 
http://www.oyez.org/cases/1960-1969/1961/1961_554. 
In this case the defendant was imprisoned for violating a law that made it illegal to be 
"addicted to drugs." The Court ruled that the California law violated the cruel and 
unusual punishment clause of the 8th Amendment as narcotics addiction "is apparently an 
illness," and California was attempting to punish people based on being in this state of 
illness, rather than for any specific act. In the opinion of the case Justice Potter Stewart 
wrote, "Even one day in prison would be a cruel and unusual punishment for the 'crime 
'of having a common cold."  
 
 In Robinson v. California, the Supreme Court has made clear that one should not be 
punished for a status (being an alcoholic) but for a wrong action (being drunk in public). 
 
Discussion questions 
 1) If a person was incarcerated for possession or trafficking, and has been clean 
 for some years, should that affect a person's ability to get a job? Get a loan? Rent 
 an apartment? 
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 2) How many years sober would you recommend before the barriers called 
 collateral consequences are removed? How many years before expungement 
 could be granted? 
 
 
 
 
 
 


