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This discussion guide is meant for a thorough and thoughtful 
unpacking of the short film series, OverCriminalized. Here we 
offer a summary, background, discussion questions and an 
action guide.
 
For the most up to date information, please continue to check 
out: www.bravenewfilms.org/overcrime.
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We encourage you to tell us about your experiences. 
The more we know, the better our program can be. 
Please take a moment to take the survey on our website: 
www.bravenewfilms.org/educators. 
We thank you for your interest in Brave New Films!
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Brave New Films’ education program, Brave 
New Educators, uses documentaries to start a 
dialogue with students and professors across 
college campuses. With the use of screenings, 
blogs, articles, and social media, Brave New 
Educators aims to create conversations that 
will expand knowledge of important issues and 
support continual learning whether it is inside or 
outside the classroom. 

The vision of Brave New Films is an open 
democratic society that encourages rigorous 
debate, opportunity, and justice for all. Our 
mission is to champion social justice issues 
by using a model of media, education, and 
grassroots volunteer involvement that inspires, 
empowers, motivates and teaches civic 
participation.  Brave New Educators embraces 
this mission in all of our work at colleges and 
universities. 

About

BRAVE NEW EDUCATORS ABOUT THE PRESIDENT OF BRAVE NEW FILMS:

Robert Greenwald, founder and president 
of Brave New Films (BNF), is an award-winning 
television, feature film and documentary 
filmmaker. 

After producing and directing more than 50 
TV movies and miniseries, Greenwald turned to 
documentary filmmaking in 2002, inspired by 
pervasive voter rights abuses in the 2000 U.S. 
presidential election. He found audiences eager 
for substantive investigations of social issues 
told through personal stories.

Greenwald is the recipient of many awards 
and accolades, including a Maggie Award 
from the Planned Parenthood Federation, 
the Peacemaker Award from the Physicians 
for Social Responsibility, the City of Justice 
award from LAANE, the 2007 Norman Felton 
and Denise Aubuchon Humanitarian Award, 
and Liberty Hill Foundation’s Upton Sinclair 
Award. Greenwald was honored in 2013 by the 
ACLU Foundation of Southern California for his 
activism and also received the 2001 Peabody 
Award and the 2002 American Film Institute 
Producer of the Year award.  His films have 
garnered 25 Emmy nominations.

Robert
Greenwald

Brave New Educators aims to create 
conversations that will expand knowledge of 
important issues and support continual learning 
whether it is inside or outside the classroom.
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OverCriminalized documents some promising 
interventions that seek alternatives to 
incarceration for addiction, mental illness and 
homelessness.  Through personal interviews with 
program participants, law enforcement and local 
officials, these films show how taking care of one 
can benefit all. 

Series
Summary

Key
Issues Law

Economics
Equality
Fairness
U.S. Justice System
Poverty 

SECTION 1: About the series
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SECTION 2:
Classroom Materials
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The United States incarcerates more people than any other country on earth.1 A large 
percentage of the prison population is suffering from mental illness, substance abuse, or 
extreme poverty. According to Law Enforcement Against Prohibition, there is a drug arrest 
every 19 seconds. 2 Homelessness is also increasingly becoming criminalized in cities across 
the U.S., adding to the already overly crowded prison system. The Bureau of Justice reports 
that 20% of prisoners have a severe mental illness. 3 The U.S. also spends billions of dollars 
incarcerating people for non-violent offenses. A 2008 Pew Study showed that five states 
spend more money on incarceration than they spend on education. 4  

In about 1972, the U.S. had about 200,000 people in prison. Now, it has 1.2 million. Yet some 
of the neighborhoods with the highest rates of incarceration continue to struggle with crime. 5 

Some cities have changed their approach on how they address people with addictions, 
mental illness or with people who are homeless. Through CIT training, the LEAD program 
and Housing First, these cities have saved money and addressed social problems without 
always relying on the criminal justice system. According to a 2014 Pew study, states that 
have made the biggest cuts in their incarceration rates have also experienced some of the 
largest drops in violent crimes in the country. 6  

A short 
background

SECTION 2: Classroom Materials
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CIT (Crisis Intervention Team): The National Alliance On Mental Illness’s definition for CIT 
training is: “ programs are local initiatives designed to improve the way law enforcement and 
the community respond to people experiencing mental health crisis. They are built on strong 
partnerships between law enforcement, mental health provider agencies and individuals and 
families affected by mental illness.” 7

  

Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion (LEAD): “ a program that was developed with 
the community to address low-level drug and prostitution crimes in the Belltown neighborhood 
in Seattle and the Skyway area of unincorporated King County. LEAD diverts low-level drug 
and prostitution offenders into community-based treatment and support services, instead of 
processing them through traditional criminal justice system avenues.” 8 

Housing First: “an approach that emphasizes stable, permanent housing as a primary strategy 
for ending homelessness.” 9

Definitions
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Facts and 
Figures

•  According to the National Institute of Corrections, 
705,600 mentally ill adults were incarcerated in state 
prisons in 2006.  Their estimates suggest that the 
numbers are growing. 10 

•  The U.S. population has increased by about one-third 
since 1980- the federal prison population has grown by 
approximately 800 percent over the past 30 years. 12 
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•  The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Association estimates that 9.8 million Americans have a 
serious mental illness. 13 

•  According to Impact Homeless.org, Osceola County, 
Florida spent over $5 million incarcerating chronically 
homeless people.  11 

•   82 percent of drug arrests are for possession alone. 15•   In Georgia, 1 out of 13 adults are either on parole, 
probation or incarcerated. 14 

Facts and Figures
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The questions are meant to get the conversation flowing. It’s best to also build off of questions and responses from the 
audience by beginning with general responses. 

1.  There are several reasons presented in the film for 
having CIT training in your community- public safety, 
saving tax-payer money, and the welfare of the person 
in crisis. Which reason stands out most to you and why?

2.  Why would a mentally ill person be seen as a threat 
to society? To a police officer that is completely armed?

3.  How does CIT training benefit a police officer as well 
as the person in crisis?

4.  Is there anything a police officer can do to help a 
mentally ill person in the long run?

5.  What do you think goes through the mind of a 
police officer to make him violently harm a mentally ill 
individual? 

 

6.  Why do you think there has been so much violent 
force used against mentally ill people by police officers 
in recent years?

7.  Leon Evans, President of the Center for Health 
Services, after describing all of the community benefits 
of CIT training asks, “Why wouldn’t you do it?” Can you 
think of any reasons?

8.  What responsibility does the community have to 
protect its most vulnerable citizens?

9.  How do you think that CIT training could help 
prevent recidivism? 

10.  The question is asked in the film, “ How would you 
want your mother to be treated if she was experiencing 
a mental health crisis?” Discuss. 

Discussion Questions

Overcriminalizing
Mental Illness
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1.    Do you think of drug addiction as a crime or an 
illness?

2.   What would be the benefits to the legal system if it 
focused on drug recovery rather than punishment for 
use?

3.   Should there be a limit on how many times an 
individual can get arrested for non-violent drug 
offenses before punishment is altered?

4.   What effect is there on the legal system from the 
constant trafficking of those who are addicted?

5.   What alternatives are there to sending people to 
prison for drugs?

6.   How does the public benefit if individuals recover 
from their drug addictions?

7.   There are many links between drug use, crime, 
homelessness and mental illness. How should local 
communities respond to such links?

8.   Dan Satterberg, King County Prosecutor, says in the 
film, “ Don’t ask law enforcement to do it all because 
the only thing we really know how to do is send people 
to prison.” Do we as a society rely too much on the 
criminal justice system to solve social problems?

9.  What could society do in order to reinstate recovered 
drug addicts back into a community?

Overcriminalizing
Addiction

SECTION 2: Classroom Materials
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1.    Who is society protecting by outlawing 
homelessness?

2.   What could be done to insure that after a person is 
released from prison they do not end up on the streets?

3.   Do you think it benefits or hurts homeless 
individuals that they are only allowed housing if they 
are clean and sober? Why?

4.   What are some ways that a homeless person could 
receive a fresh start?

5.   Why does the crime rate go down so dramatically 
when an individual is provided with housing?

 

6.   Why do you think transitional housing has such a 
history of failing to help homeless people?

7.   Should homeless people be allowed in public 
places?

8.   Why should sleeping in a vehicle be a crime, such as 
in Palo Alto, when a vehicle is a private property?

9.   How would you battle chronic homelessness?
10. Discuss the economic and humane benefits of 
Utah’s Housing First policy. 

 

Overcriminalizing
Homelessness

Discussion Questions
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Social
Media

SECTION 3:
Action Items
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Share on social media! To tell your friends about this unjust system, here are sample tweets and 
facebook posts that you can use after the screening:

Protect the mentally ill. Protect the police force. Everyone wins. #CIT 
#OverCriminalized @bravenewfilms

OverCriminalizing doesn’t make us safer. Look here for alternatives 
(insert link) OverCriminalized @bravenewfilms

The U.S. incarcerates more people than any country on earth. Why are we 
so #OverCriminalized? (insert link) @bravenewfilms

Save money and do the right thing. (insert link)@housingfirst 
#bravenewfilms

Tweets

Social
Media

Do you want the same old, same old or something that 
works? Come see a screening of #OverCriminalized at 
(insert details). @bravenewfilms

It’s time for all officers to have CIT training. Meet us at 
(insert details) to watch #OverCriminalzed and to create a 
plan of action. @bravenewfilms

Posts

Have another idea for an action item or have a 
question about your screening event? 
Please Contact screenings@bravenewfilms.org

Social Media
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SECTION 3: Action Items

1.  Do you have a Crisis Intervention Training (CIT) program in your community? 
You can find out here: http://cit.memphis.edu/citmap.

2.  If you do, to what extent are police receiving CIT training? What percentage of police officers have it? 
Are there always 1 or more officers on duty who can respond to mental health related calls?

3.  What are the next steps to creating or expanding CIT programs?

1. Do you have a LEAD (Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion) program in your community?

2.  If you do, to what extent is it being used? What percentage of police departments use it? Are all officers aware of the 
program and how to enroll people into it?

3.  What would be the nest steps to creating or expanding LEAD?
 

1. Do you have a Housing First Program in your community?

2.  If you do, to what extent is it being used? How much funding does it have? Has any housing been built with it? Are their 
future plans for more housing to be built? Is the housing being built in the highest-need areas?

3.  What would be the nest steps to creating or expanding the Housing First Program?
 

Mental Health

Drug Addiction

Homelessness

Organizing
Questions
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There are a lot of people in your community affected by these issues. Here are three easy ways to find like-minded people 
who can help advocate for change with you:
 
1.  Contact and meet with local organizations that work on the issues. Show them the video and discuss potential next steps.
2.  Contact and meet with elected officials who are champions of these issues and/or social justice issues. Show them the 
video and discuss potential next steps.
3.  Organize a house party in your neighborhood or host a screening through your library, school, or work. Discuss options as 
a community to decrease over criminalization. 
 
For template letters to election officials and organization, letters to the editors, and house party invites, go to: 
www.bravenewfilms.org/overcriminalized .

Suggested 
Steps

Organizing
Resources

Community Action Guide
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Brave New Educators is a program of Brave New Films. 
www.bravenewfilms.org

THANK YOU


