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WHAT IS COUNT:  THE CONVERSATION?
COUNT:  THE CONVERSATION is a moment to connect communities across the state 
as we re-consider and re-vision our state of incarceration.  

The Conversation began as a collaboration between PlayMakers Repertory Company 
and Hidden Voices and as an outgrowth of SERVING LIFE:  ReVisioning Justice, a 
community call and response between public audiences and the most hidden members 
of our society.  Since 2013, Hidden Voices has collaborated with men on death rows 
across the country to envision a multi-arts project able to generate the civic will to 
revision justice.  By challenging our assumptions about guilt and innocence and by 
providing a vehicle for the public to connect with the actual lives hidden within an 
impenetrable system, we reinvigorate some fundamental questions.  

  • WHO IS INNOCENT?  

  • WHO IS HARMED?  

  • HOW DO WE HEAL CENTURIES OF OPPRESSION?  

  • WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE FOR OUR CRIMINAL JUSTICE  
  SYSTEM TO REFLECT A COMMUNITY DEDICATED TO   
  EQUITY AND INCLUSION? 
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SERVING LIFE PROJECT COMPONENTS:
• SERVING LIFE ON DEATH ROW:  A full-length play co-created and performed by 
residents of death row in 2015 and 2016.

• COUNT:  A full-length play co-created with men on death row, written by Lynden Harris 
and directed by Kathryn Williams, premiered by PlayMakers Repertory Company.  

• RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW:  A cycle of 30 monologues to be shared as community 
readings at installation openings, conferences, and events.  

• A GOOD BOY:  A music theater work/opera which shares stories from family members 
of men living on death row.  

• A traveling, interactive installation featuring Life Maps by incarcerated men, large scale 
artist renderings of elements from those maps, Virtual Reality, and audio.  

• A national prison-arts and culture week. 

HOW TO HOST A COMMUNITY READING OF 
MONOLOGUES:  RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW

Sharing this call and response is powerful.  The stories explore personal experiences 
with mental illness, poverty, educational policy failures, police indifference and violence, 
and judicial misconduct, even as they reveal great humor, affection, kindness, and 
transformative love.  The stories are an invitation to enter a kind of communion with 
these men.  Such connection is galvanizing and restorative, for what is liberation but a 
binding together in healing and restoration?

HOSTING A COMMUNITY READING IS SIMPLE.  We invite those gathered to read 
aloud a monologue, if they feel comfortable doing so.  The monologues are then read in 
order.  The stories have been shared as a presentation for audiences of 500 and in class 
settings of only 30.  A small group can simply sit in a circle.  For a large group, we may 
use a mic and audience seating.  In the case of a very large group, it helps if the readers 
are all seated close to the mic.  The group size is immaterial; what matters is the 
powerful experience of speaking these words aloud. 
  
Under each chair is a blank sheet of paper.  After the reading, we invite everyone to 
write a short response to the men.  (We allow 5 minutes, though some will write for 
longer.)  As one audience member said, “Gentlemen, THANK YOU. Thank you for your 
story, your vulnerability, your willingness to remind ignorant and selfish people like 
me how beautiful each and every life is. You have taught me so much with your 
words, and your legacy will stay with me for the rest of my life. . . The power and 
witness of your stories have resonated within this room. May we hear you, may you know 
how deeply your humanity is felt here. You are appreciated. You are not invisible. I feel so 
honored to know your story and I will never forget them.” 

Following the letter writing, we invite everyone to participate in a facilitated 
conversation.  

At the close of the conversation, we ask participants to leave the letters on their chairs, 
so we can share them with the men and their families.
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QUESTIONS FOR THE CONVERSATION
The facilitator should ask Question #1 and then offer their own short, personal response 
as a model for the audience.  This process helps prevent the common lag time before the 
first audience member responds.  This step should only be necessary for the Question #1. 

Please begin the conversation with Question #1.  After that, feel free to use the prompts 
provided or to tailor questions for your specific community.

1. Which story or stories most resonates with you?  What touches you about that 
particular story?

2. Is there an issue or theme you notice that seems critical to our understanding of 
incarceration/the death penalty?

3. In Restorative Justice, the first question we ask is: “Who was harmed?”  In the context 
of these stories, how would you answer that question?

4. In Restorative Justice, another fundamental question is: “What needs to be done 
to repair the harm?”  When you consider these stories, how might you answer the 
question?  On a personal level or a national or community scale, what actions might repair 
that harm?

5. In Restorative Justice, a third question is “Who is responsible for repairing the harm?”  
Can you imagine a step you might take to repair a harm named tonight?  
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CONTEXT FOR THE CONVERSATION
Why focus on death row?  

Death row is a microcosm of our over-incarcerated nation.  Almost all residents are 
low-wealth.  They are disproportionately racial and ethnic minorities.  Most endured 
multiple adverse childhood experiences, from violence to physical and sexual abuse 
to impoverished conditions and high crime neighborhoods.  Psychological disorders, 
including depression, bipolar disorder, and trauma-related disorders, are rampant, and 
mental illness is itself a risk factor for landing in jail.

To add to this perspective, hundreds have been convicted who were actually innocent 
of the crime.  

Often, we imagine those on death row are the “worst of the worst.”  Yet, only 1% of 
murders in the US have resulted in a death sentence.  Are those living on death row 
really the ”worst,” or are they simply those with the “worst” contributing factors:  The 
least competent lawyers, the lowest income levels, the most aggressive DA’s, and the 
darkest skin color?  

A SNAPSHOT OF OUR NATIONAL STATE OF INCARCERATION

The US incarcerates more of its population than any other country in the world.  We 
now hold 25% of the world’s prisoners.  The US also spends about 70 billion dollars 
on corrections every year.

Effect on Families:  More than 10 million children have parents who have been in prison 
or jail.  Half these children are younger than 10.  Almost 3 million children have a parent 
who is currently incarcerated.  The effects of this massive prison population stretch to 
the very foundations of our society.  

Poverty/Wealth:  The American prison system is filled with some of the poorest people 
in this country, people who lack both a quality education and access to good jobs.  
Indeed, boys born into households in the bottom 10% of earners are 20 times more likely 
to be in prison on a given day than children born into the top 10%.  As far as the 
relationship between wealth and the death penalty, the former warden of California’s San 
Quentin Prison has said bluntly that capital punishment is “a privilege of the poor.”

Mental Illness:  Department of Justice statistics state that 64 percent of local jail 
inmates, 56 percent of state prisoners, and 45 percent of federal prisoners suffer from 
serious mental illnesses. Many more suffer from other mental issues.  The US prison 
system is now the largest mental health treatment facility in the country. 

Equity:  Across the country, African Americans are incarcerated in state prisons at a 
rate that is 5.1 times the rate for whites.  In Iowa, Minnesota, New Jersey, Vermont, 
and Wisconsin, the disparity is greater than 10 to 1.  Additionally, people convicted of 
murdering a white person are far more likely to receive a death sentence than those 
convicted of killing a person of color.
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A SNAPSHOT OF NORTH CAROLINA’S DEATH ROW

More than 75% of the 142 death row residents were convicted before 2001, when 
obsolete laws were finally reformed.  

• 131 were tried before reforms aimed at preventing false and coerced confessions, as 
well as mistaken eyewitness identification.  Mistaken eyewitness identification is the 
biggest contributor to wrongful convictions, playing a role in more than 70% of cases 
where people have been exonerated.

• 103 were sentenced before there was an Indigent Defense Services overseeing the 
competence of defense attorneys.  As the ABA stated, legal defense for death row 
inmates was simply inadequate, with poorly financed, often incompetent defense lawyers 
who failed to uncover and present crucial evidence or at times to prepare any strategy at 
all, who appeared in court under the influence of drugs or alcohol, or who failed to even 
attend hearings.

• 103 were tried when the law forced prosecutors to go after the death penalty in 
almost every first-degree murder case, even when they believed the circumstances called 
for mercy or there were questions of innocence.

• 119 were tried before defendants had the right to see the evidence in the prosecutor’s 
file, a disclosure which helps prevent prosecutorial misconduct.  For instance, death 
sentences in many states originate from only a handful of counties. In North Carolina, a 
former prosecutor in Robeson County was listed for a time in the Guinness Book of 
World Records as the world’s deadliest DA.  This prosecutor committed misconduct in 
more than 36% of his death penalty prosecutions.

• 104 were sentenced before a law barring the execution of people with intellectual 
disabilities.  In 2002, the US Supreme Court ruled that executing people with intellectual 
disabilities violated the ban on cruel and unusual punishment.  

(All information taken from the Dept of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics, Center for Death Penalty 
Litigation, Death Penalty Information Center, t Prison Policy Initiative, and the Sentencing Project.)
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A SNAPSHOT OF SOLUTIONS 

Re-Vision the prison system:  In Sweden, the Correctional Officers fill both security 
and rehabilitative roles.  Officers are assigned to specific prisoners and actively monitor 
and assist with planning and progress toward their life after release.  In “open prisons,” 
prisoners and staff eat together, do not wear uniforms, and prisoners are able to commute 
to jobs and visit family while electronically monitored.  As the director general of prisons 
explains, “It has to be a goal to get them back out into society in better shape than they 
were when they came in.” (The Guardian, Jan. 15, 2015)

Implement Restorative Justice and Restorative Practices:  There are numerous 
restorative initiatives taking place throughout the criminal justice process, from pre-arrest 
to post-sentencing, including juvenile diversion programs, victim-offender dialogue, 
conflict resolution among prisoners, preparation for release, and community re-entry.
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COMMUNITY PARTNERS
We have compiled a short list of contacts for those who wish to connect with community experts.

TRIANGLE: 
• Leah Wilson-Hargrove, lwilsonhartgrove@gmail.com Co-director of the Capital Restorative Justice Project 
• Kacey Reynolds Schedler, kaceyrey@gmail.com  Co-director of the Capital Restorative Justice Project 
• Elizabeth Hamburger Elizabeth@cdpl.org  Staff attorney at the Center for Death Penalty Litigation and   
Restorative Justice Practitioner 
• Jon Powell, jonpowell@campbell.edu Director of the Restorative Justice Project at Campbell Law School
• Kristin Collins, kristin@cdpl.org Center for Death Penalty Litigation deputy communications director, also 
involved in RJ training 
• Scott Bass, scott@scottbass.net  Director Victim Services for NC-VAN (Victim Assistance Network), 
former director Murder Victim Families for Reconciliation
• Peter Kuhns, peter.kuhns@ncdps.gov  Psychological Program Manager, NC Juvenile Justice, RJ practi-
tioner
• Graig Meyer, graig.meyer@ncleg.net  North Carolina General Assembly, District 50

TRIAD:
• Cindy Adcock, cadcock@msn.com  Elon law professor & co-founder of Capital Restorative Justice 
Project, Charlotte resident 
• Sherry Giles, gileshc@guilford.edu  Chair of the Justice and Policy Studies at Guilford College.  (Recently 
returned from a tour of Norwegian prisons)
• Catherine Bonventre, bonventrecl@guilford.edu  Expert on wrongful convictions

WESTERN NC: 
• Noel Nickle, noelnic@bellsouth.net. Mitigation specialist with RJ experience 
• Jean Parks, jparks@grandcreative.com  Sister of homicide victim, Murder Victims Family for Reconciliation 
board member and Mental Health clinician
• Carol Cobb ccmsw@aol.com Mitigation specialist and retired school social worker 
• Lynda Simmons, Lynda@simmons.net Mother of murder victim, RJ participant, speaker

CHARLOTTE: 
• Cindy Adcock, cadcock@msn.com  Elon law professor & co-founder of Capital Restorative Justice Project 
Charlotte resident 
• James Ford, jamesefordnctoy@gmail.com  NC Teacher of the Year, Founder of the Be More Foundation, 
Co-Chair of the Leading on Opportunity Council of Charlotte-Mecklenburg  
• Rev. Ray McKinnon, Charlotte +1 (336) 601-0170
• Henderson Hill, hhill@8thamendment.org  Executive Director of the Eighth Amendment Project, Founder, 
Center for Death Penalty Litigation

EASTERN NC:
• Rose Clark, roseclark06@hotmail.com  Co-founder of Capital Restorative Justice Project, Kinston resident

WILMINGTON:
• Kim Cook cookk@uncw.edu 910.962.3785  Sociology and Criminology Dept. UNC-Wilmington, 
Restorative Justice practitioner 

THANK YOU
THIS CALL AND RESPONSE MATTERS.  Thank you for joining us.  As one listener responded, “What 
an eye-opening and heart-opening experience this was, to truly humanize the people on death row and 
make clear the connections between us as human beings, regardless of where we are … to lift up to us 
all on the “outside” our very real responsibility to address poverty, abuse, violence, in our own society 
to improve life for all people.  Thank you.  Thank you.  Thank you.”
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