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INTRODUCTION 
In prison slang to “shoot a kite” means to send a message. Thousand Kites does just that. It uses 
performance, web, video and radio to open a dialogue about America’s criminal justice system.

This guide is a resource for those looking to use Thousand Kites materials in their communities. 
Choose from our film, theater, or radio projects, or simply employ them all; they’re interconnected 
and support each other.

As you work with Thousand Kites, we hope you’ll be kind enough to contribute to our StoryLine. Call 
(877) 518-0606 to share your experiences with the rest of the Kites community. We just might broadcast 
your story on our radio show, put it up on the Web site, or include it in a future play or film. 

POTENTIAL PARTNERS 
Individuals looking to launch Thousand Kites in their communities should consider teaming up with 
others to most effectively meet their goals. Thousand Kites can be used with a variety of audiences 
and is recommended for: 

 

PLANNING AN EVENT
When scheduling a Kites event, it’s important to do some planning. Here are a few questions to 
consider as you plan. You may want to go over these questions with other members of your group 
or community. 

Tips 

community. In other words, don’t try to build things from the ground up if you don’t have to! You 
can even use your event as an opportunity to work with a group you want to create an alliance with. 

oner phone calls placed directly to your meeting, those inside can be part of the conversation.

on hand regarding actions the group could take. But a word of caution—be prepared to follow 
through on anything you suggest.



4 THOUSAND KITES

FACILITATING A DISCUSSION
nal justice system will draw a wide range of opinions, beliefs, and experiences. The facilitator’s job 
is to create a space in which people feel comfortable sharing and listening to each other’s stories, 
feedback and ideas. Here are some things the facilitator should consider before taking on the job: 

Am I the one: 

Am I prepared: 
It’s best to do your homework. As a facilitator, you don’t need to be an expert on the criminal justice 
system—but you should be able to answer some basic questions about it, and then direct people to 
places and resources where they can find out more. Check out the Background Information section 

hand. If you’re putting on a play, read the play prior to handing out the script, jotting down notes on 

Get your listening skills ready. You’ll need to hear not only what’s said during the discussion, but 
what goes unsaid.

Lastly, practice speaking in “I” statements (I feel...I think…I believe…I hear what you’re saying…) 
to better help others do so. 

Preparing the Group 
During a group discussion, it’s important that people feel they can safely speak their minds. Lay 
down some ground rules at the onset of your talk. Go over them as a group. Have participants react 
to them. We suggest the following guidelines (but your group should feel free to establish its own): 

themselves up to important but potentially uncomfortable dialogues. 

3.  We’ll use “I” statements (I feel... I think….I believe… I hear…) as a way of avoiding saying some
thing that will devalue someone else’s perspective.

4. We’ll trust our deepest feelings and emotions to lead our statements and physical gestures. 

5.  If someone else’s beliefs make us uncomfortable, we’ll say so, but in a respectful and thoughtful 
manner. We’ll challenge the ideas and not the person. 

6. We’ll show love and empathy toward one another—as that’s why we’re here. 

THE AUDIENCE – PUBLICITY 
that everyone will be welcomed at your Kites presentation. It also helps to have a diverse group of 
people do outreach for the event. Make sure everyone involved with any aspect of the occasion is 
brought into play.

production, your group, and Thousand Kites, in addition to some background info on the criminal 
justice system. Download the program from our website or design your own. 
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A film by Nick Szuberla  
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LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKERS
Whitesburg, KY 

Dear Friend, 

The letters described abuse, racism, and human rights violations.

as a means of propping up a teetering local economy. Having been exploited and then abandoned 

prisons as economies of last resort.
As media artists we felt compelled to explore the unfolding dynamics of culture clash, abuse, and 

fired up our computers, and reached out.

suspicious circumstances, we decided to tell their stories in the form of a documentary. But we 
needed details, and we found the veil of secrecy surrounding the prisons difficult to penetrate. The 
Virginia Department of Corrections refused to allow us access to either its buildings or employees. 
Though we personally knew some of the corrections officers working the prisons, (they were former 

their work, they risked being fired.
Now, after years of investigative work, Up the Ridge is ready to hit your screen. We hope you find 

the film an informative and useful way to spark dialogue in your community.

Nick Szuberla and Amelia Kirby 
Filmmakers, Up the Ridge
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SYNOPSIS
Up the Ridge
Amelia Kirby.

ers to distant rural outposts has had on American families. The film exposes agendas that have 
aligned government policy with human rights violations and pitted poverty stricken small towns 
against crime beset city neighborhoods with consistently tragic consequences.

USING THIS GUIDE
This guide is intended to assist your use of Up the Ridge and Thousand Kites as a community dia

and suggestions for useful actions you can take following an event and discussion.

KEY THEMES
Up the Ridge is an excellent tool for outreach because it looks at the criminal justice story from many 
different perspectives and follows a story over a course of years. It touches on the themes below: 

Human Rights

Criminal Justice

Corrections

Prison Abuse

Rural Development

Civil Rights

Rural and Urban Relations

Urban Studies

Politics / Political Power

Poverty

Political Organizing

EVENT IDEAS
Up the Ridge as the jumping off point to: 

community members to hold a discussion.
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STARTING A DISCUSSION
several questions to get the discussion rolling. Here are some that may work:

OTHER DISCUSSION PROMPTS
In the film young people in Appalachia attend a job fair to learn about prison employment. Do you 

David Tracy died while in prison for a minor drug offense. How might you explain his being sent to 

The musical score for Up the Ridge

In the film families protest against the harsh treatment of their incarcerated loved ones. They also 

One person in the film described the police as, “hunting our children.” What might be done to 

After he quit his job, one former corrections officer began cutting lawns for a living. How does 

How do the people you meet in this film challenge or reinforce your image of the criminal justice 

NEXT STEPS

broadcast your story on our radio show, put it up on the Web site, or include it in a future play or film. 

begin that process. 

create an original play. 

justice reform. 
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LETTER FROM THE PLAYWRIGHT
Norton, VA 

Dear friend, 

when we saw a huge scar forming on the side of the mountain. Our hearts sank. “Oh no,” I said, 

county, but I never heard much about it in the local news.
For the past 30 years, the theater I work with has voiced our community’s joys and concerns by 

making and performing plays from the stories of our families and neighbors here in the moun

prison stories as well.

directly with prison employees, with the families of prisoners and prison employees, and with 
people who live near our prisons but don’t have a direct connection to them.

The resulting play, Thousand Kites, has been performed by and for families of prisoners, parol
ees, employees of prisons, law enforcement officers, preachers, teachers, mothers, fathers, grand
parents, teenagers, and everyone else. And, at discussions after the performances, audiences 
were eager to tell stories brought to mind by the play.

I hope you will use the Thousand Kites play in your community to deepen a dialogue about the 

can pass your stories along to others.

Donna Porterfield  
Playwright, Thousand Kites
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INTRODUCTION
In Thousand Kites we hear the real voices of those who have direct knowledge of the prison indus
try: corrections officers, prisoners, and their respective families and communities. You don’t need 
theater experience to read or perform the play. It can be read at a house party or in an auditorium. It 
can be performed by the members of your group, your families, friends, and neighbors, or by your 
local college theater class or community theater group. You can use it along with the Kites video and 
audio tools or by itself.

HOW TO GET STARTED
Download the play from www.thousandkites.org, read it, and brainstorm how you might use it in your 
community. Here are a few pointers for two different uses, but don’t be afraid to try out your own ideas.

INFORMAL READING WITH YOUR COMMUNITY

o  Assign each person a character/role and read the play aloud.

o  Talk about what you’ve read and how it affected you. 

o  Brainstorm about actions the group could take. For example, you may find you want to stage a full 

That’s it! Reading the script in your small group is easy and is a great way to start using the  
Thousand Kites material!
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PUBLIC READING 
engage in the issues.

For a public reading you will need:

A Director

A Cast
Find eight people who are willing to read in public and who you think fit the character roles in the play, 
which are:

Rehearsals

might be in someone’s home, a public space, or even the space in which the reading will take place.

o Then talk about the meaning of the script and discuss any questions or issues anyone might have. 

o If your group discovers that parts of the script need to be changed to fit your local situation, change them.

what movement might be distracting to the stories being told and to the audience watching.

Music

—you can read them rhythmically.

play’s context.

imagine. 
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A Facilitator
After the play’s first act, audience members are usually eager to tell their personal stories brought to 
mind by the stories in the play. Through telling these stories, a wide range of experiences can emerge and 
create an excellent story dialogue about prison issues. The second act of the play is a discussion. Find a 

more information.
With the facilitator, decide if you want the whole audience to have a discussion in a large group, or if 

you want to break into small groups. 

A Performance Space 
You will need:

o  Large enough to accommodate the audience and with a space in front of the audience about 16 ft 
wide and 14 ft deep to serve as the performance area.

o  With good acoustics, so the human voice can be heard well without amplification .

o  With enough light on the play readers, so they can be clearly seen by the audience.

platforms for the Guard and Prisoner to stand within.

A Recording of a Buzzer
 

It should be loud and obnoxious, just as it is in prison.
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CHANGING THE SCRIPT
your community is perfectly acceptable.

the context of the script.

FULLY STAGED PLAY PRODUCTIONS
worked more extensively on their characters, stage movement, etc., go for it. And, if you want to talk 
to someone who’s done it before, email us and we’ll hook you up. thousandkitesproject@gmail.com

CHECK LIST
All tools available on www.thousandkites.org:

English language version

“Thousand Kites”

“Thousand Kites”

NEXT STEPS

broadcast your story on our radio show, put it up on the Web site, or include it in a future play or 

begin that process. 

Or, document your own community’s stories through film. 

justice reform. 
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MEDIA JUSTICE, CRIMINAL JUSTICE  
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MAKING WAVES
The Thousand Kites Team has seen prison walls, expensive phone calls, and soaring gas prices keep 
prisoners and their families separated. This separation throws up barriers that prevent the positive 
effect frequent visits can have on a prisoner and a prison. Because people have access to radio, 
even in places where there is no other means of communication, radio has the ability to transcend 
prison walls, connecting families and becoming a lifeline to prisoners. 

those encompassed by the burgeoning prison system in our community. The program has grown 

who want to see our criminal justice system reformed have been welcomed and become involved. 
On the air each week, hundreds of participants educate us, our listening audience, and one anoth

er about the criminal justice system. We listen as our audience members send personal messages to 
prisoners, share information, challenge the morality of prison abuse, and advocate for direct policy 
change at the local, state, and national political levels. 

ries. And since we broadcast the radio program live over the internet, Thousand Kites participants, 

divide us, to create and enact positive change in the criminal justice system. 

USING THIS GUIDE
This guide is designed to assist your use of the Thousand Kites community radio project, along with 
a few suggestions on how you might start your own Thousand Kites radio program.

GETTING STARTED
ence you’ve had with the criminal justice system—via the Thousand Kites online radio station.

Call our toll-free line at (877) 518-0606
The Kites team will add your story to our online radio station, weekly radio broadcast, and website. 
Next, you can use the Kites special radio program to kick start a dialogue in your community.  

 
local community radio station to broadcast the project. Hold a discussion afterward.

CALLS FROM HOME - CAMPAIGN

www.thousandkites.
org to learn about this campaign.

TAKING IT TO THE AIRWAVES
about the criminal justice system. We’ve been doing our radio program for ten years and it con
tinues to expand to meet the needs of our community. Rarely do we program content. Our belief 
is that our program should serve as a line of communication between prisoners and their family 
members, and between those who want to share criminal justice system stories and the community 
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at large. Visit www.thousandkites.org and visit our Media Justice, Criminal Justice section to hear 
some samples of the program and learn more about how to set up your own. Here are a few tips. 

up a meeting with the station manager to talk about doing a program. Be prepared to explain 
how the program will work.

run a radio program. You might communicate with prisoners to see if there’s a particular time of 
day when they would be more likely to have access to the time and equipment to listen to a radio 
show. You might also survey them on what sort of programming would be helpful to them, and 
any other relevant information. Our prisoner audience makes suggestions all the time, and we do 
our best to incorporate them.

this structure or try something else.

How our show works:

share family stories.
We answer the phone with one of a few simple greetings: “Caller, you’re live on the air, would you 

confused we might say, ”You can send a shout out, read a poem, or just say hello.”
We ask people to speak directly to their loved ones and/or from their experience. We do not allow 

activists to make long political statements, or people to gossip about, or talk directly to prison staff. 

community standards.
We use common sense as a guiding principle. If we can’t understand the intent, story, or communi

cation, we don’t broadcast it. Period. This protects the integrity of the program.

Building your Audience:
Prisoners help you to build a listener base. They tell their loved ones and new prisoners about the 
show, and are usually willing to network. When we were getting started we asked prisoners to mail 
us the addresses of their loved ones so we could send their family members a letter detailing how 

NEXT STEPS

broadcast your story on our radio show, put it up on the Web site, or include it in a future play or 

your own play and put it up locally. 

Or, document your own community’s stories through film. 

justice reform.  
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The Criminal Justice System in the United States

Summary

world, ahead of countries such as China and Russia, 
holding more than 2.3 million people in state and 
federal prisons, and in local jails. Thousands more are 
living on probation or parole. Many of these people, 
and the countless others who have been released 
from the criminal justice system, continue to face 
difficulty due to a lack of accessible jobs and housing, 
inadequate health care, and voter disenfranchisement.

today than were in the 1975, while the crime rate 

a plethora of other drug laws have disproportionate

In fact, 1 in 9 African American men between the 

Specifics 

nearly tripled. In that same time period, the crime 

the world.

are behind bars.

serving time in prison at some point in their lives.

African Americans rose at three times the rate 

sponding changes in rates of drug use.

ally tried in adult courts, regardless of their crime.

franchised from voting due to a felony conviction.

$49 million. If current trends continue, by 2011, that 
number could increase by as much as $25 million.

necticut, and Delaware spend as much or more on 
corrections as on higher education. 

immigration detention centers. That number grew 

Sources
The Sentenc-

ing Project
www.sentencingproject.org/PublicationDetails.
aspx?PublicationID=425

The 
Pew Center on the States www.pewcenter-
onthestates.org/report_detail.aspx?id=35904 

The Sentencing 
Project www.sentencingproject.org/
PublicationDetails.aspx?PublicationID=614

Human 
Rights Watch and Amnesty International, October 
2005, hrw.org/reports/2005/us1005/4.htm#_
Toc114638394>. 

The Sentencing Project 
www.sentencingproject.org/IssueAreaHome.
aspx?IssueID=2 

United Kingdom government statistics  
 

The Campaign for Youth Justice  
-

tistics.html 

The New 
Yorker www.newyorker.com/
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Prisons in Rural Towns 

ing, mining, and other rural industries swept the 

swore to be an answer to the economic failings 
of rural America. The prisons would generate jobs 
and stimulate local economies, prison developers 
promised. In their report on rural prisons in Ameri
ca, Marc Mauer, Ryan King, and Tracy Huling state, 

of failed redevelopment plans, prisons appeared to 
offer a politically expedient way in which to address 

Very soon after these prisons were built rural 

received the boost promised to them, that unem
ployment rates had actually increased in some 
areas, and that the prisons were having a detrimen
tal effect on the social makeup of communities. In 
their research, Mauer, King, and Huling found that 
rural counties that built prisons during the prison 
boom had no economic advantage over those that 

at the public prisons, where local residents were 
more likely to find jobs, turnover rates were soar

prison stigma pushed other industries out, leaving 
the municipals with even less options and resources 
than they had to begin with. Often, these towns 
resolved new difficulties by building more prisons, 

house 5 or 6 prisons each, show severe increases in 
alcoholism, domestic violence, and health problems, 
as well as increasing racism and ethnic prejudice.

Specifics 

235,000 inmates and employed 75,000 workers at 
the end of the decade—averaging 30 employees 
for every 100 prisoners.

in rural America every fifteen days.

prisons in New York.

Sources 

The Sentencing Project, February 2003 www.sen-
tencingproject.org/Search.aspx?search=rural%20
prisons 

www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/building.
html 
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RESOURCES 
Thousand Kites Allies 

American Friends Service Committee  

use of solitary confinement and related forms of tor

 

reform worldwide. 

Critical Resistance  

to opposing the expansion of the prison industrial 
complex. 

Working Films  

the impact of their work through coordinated commu
nity education efforts, while simultaneously working 

efforts with relevant, vital media. 

Arts and Criminal Justice Alliance  
Arts in Criminal Justice Alliance is an emerging  

agencies, and justice systems committed to partner
ship, advocacy, and the creation of model arts  
programs in the corrections field. 

 
RIHD (Resource Information Help for the Disadvan
taged) is a nonprofit, all volunteer group dedicated to 
helping reduce crimes and aid disadvantaged people, 

November Coalition  
 

Southwest Correctional Arts Network  

for artists teaching in prisons around the country. 

Grassroots Leadership  

public good and stop the erosion of the public sphere.  

WMMT  

radio station, broadcasting a wide varity of volunteer 
programming and community affairs programs from 
Whitesburg, KY. 

The Gathering  
The Gathering: A Movement for Coordination to En

and Ending Child Incarceration. 

Highlander Research and Education Center  
Higlander works with people fighting for justice, equal
ity and sustainability, to take collective action to shape 
their own destiny. 

Advocare  

of a national effort to reduce crime through criminal 
justice reform. 

Mississippi Coalition to Prevent  
Schoolhouse to Jailhouse  

from its schools and into the juvenile justice system. 

Community Arts Network  
The Community Arts Network (CAN) is a portal to the 
field of community arts, providing news, documenta
tion, theoretical writing, communications, research 
and educational information. 

People Against Injustice  

in New Haven that works for reforms in the criminal 
justice system. 

Appalshop  

National CURE  

lies and prisoners, with the goal of reforming the use 
of prison, and helping rehabilitate prisoners. 

ALTERNATE ROOTS  

distinct segment of the arts and culture field—artists 
who have a commitment to making work in, with, by, 
for and about their communities, and those whose 
cultural work strives for social justice. 

National Radio Project  
National Radio Project heightens public consciousness, 
broadens debate on critical social issues and encourag
es civic participation, by giving voice to diverse perspec
tives and opinions underrepresented in the mass media.
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Criminal Justice Reform

Sentencing Project  
www.sentencingproject.org  

ing for a fair and effective criminal justice system by 
promoting reforms in sentencing law and practice, and 
alternatives to incarceration. 

  
www.vera.org  
The Vera Institute of Justice combines expertise in re
search, demonstration projects, and technical assistance 
to help leaders in government and civil society improve 
the systems people rely on for justice and safety. 

Critical Resistance  
www.criticalresistance.org  
Critical Resistance seeks to build an international 
movement to end the Prison Industrial Complex by 
challenging the belief that caging and controlling 
people makes us safe. 

 
www.womenprisoners.org  

challenges the institutional violence imposed on 
women and communities of color by prisons and the 
criminal justice system. 

Innocence Project  
www.innocenceproject.org  
The project is a national litigation and public policy orga

people through DNA testing and reforming the criminal 
justice system to prevent future injustice. 

American Friends Service Committee 
Criminal Justice Program  
www.prisoneradvocacy.org  

monitor and conscience of the Department of Correc

and human resources. We advocate for a more humane 
approach to criminal justice in the state of Michigan. 

Prison Activist Resource Center  
www.prisonactivist.org  
PARC is a prison abolitionist group committed to 

of the prison industrial complex. They are also com

Human Rights  

 
www.unhcr.org  

for Refugees coordinates international action to protect 
refugees and resolve refugee problems worldwide. 

Witness  
www.witness.org  
Witness uses video and online technologies to  

Human Rights Watch 
www.hrw.org  

cated to protecting human rights around the globe. Its 
website includes annual assessments of “hotspots,” 

Amnesty International  
www.amnesty.org  
Amnesty International is a worldwide movement of 

human rights for all.
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Appalachian Community Fund
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The Wallace Foundation

Theatre Communications Group, New Generations
Altria Group, Inc.
Kentucky Arts Council
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CONTACT US
Email  thousandkitesproject@gmail.com

Phone  
Fax  606.633.1009

Thousand Kites
91 Madison Ave
Whitesburg, KY 41858

(877) 518-0606 and record 
a message or feedback for our website and 
radio program. We will use the content of your 
calls to inform our play, video, radio, and web 

and let us know how the criminal justice system 
affects your community.

Thousand Kites is a project of Appalshop, the 


