
BEING MICHELLE  follows the journey of a deaf and autistic 
woman who survived five years of incarceration and abuse in 
a Florida State prison that failed to accommodate her basic 
needs. 

Michelle’s path takes a turn when she meets a blind volunteer life coach teaching a Sunday school class at the prison. 
Now living on the outside, together they do the difficult work of unraveling Michelle’s history of her traumatic childhood 
and inhumane experiences in the criminal justice system. Through the process, Michelle realizes her own voice and  
strength while creating powerful artwork to depict the trauma she survived and to heal from her past.   

The winner of numerous awards, BEING MICHELLE premiered at Big Sky Documentary Film Festival in 2022 and 
continues to screen to sold-out audiences across the US. The film will have its New York premiere at ReelAbilities Film 
Festival and is proudly supported by Deaf and Disability advocates across the country. These collaborators will help 
bring BEING MICHELLE to community groups, schools & universities, prisons & jails as well as audiences nationwide, 
igniting critical conversations and action that will lead to awareness and change.  

THE FILM “Michelle’s story represents a large 
number of people who are completely 

overlooked by our society, especially by 
our criminal legal system.”  

Lauren Appelbaum,  VP of RespectAbility

WHY THIS FILM

We envision a society where the basic human RIGHT TO 
COMMUNICATION is accessible to all, especially to those 
who are Deaf and Disabled in the criminal justice system.  

Through our strategic approach to distribution and community engagement, BEING MICHELLE will reach a diverse 
national audience. Our goal is to inspire deaf advocates, hearing allies, policy makers, police, prison guards and 
everyday citizens to take action and change policies for the betterment of everyone.  

PARTNERSHIP OPPORTUNITY 

“It struck me so powerfully as a viewer, 
what a central role she had in the 

documentary and in telling her own 
story.”  

Katie Hyson, WUFT/ NPR's Report for America 

http://www.beingmichelle.com
https://www.wuft.org/news/2022/08/04/new-documentary-highlights-lack-of-accessibility-for-deaf-and-disabled-people-in-north-central-florida-justice-system/?fbclid=IwAR2oGg1DJ29ADTuRE63j2kJVWRhziqgZHZftGlVPa5fautuGdGoGoKVZON0&fs=e&s=cl


HOW WE WILL ACCOMPLISH THIS
• Prestigious film festival screenings to build awareness & alliances between criminal justice and disability justice advocates 

augmented by a robust social media campaign to increase awareness and support collaboration across communities  
• National Grassroots Screening Campaign in key states in partnership with Deaf schools and partner organizations fighting for 

disability & criminal justice to bring together Deaf and Disabled leaders and communities, judges, lawyers, public defenders, law 
enforcement, prison guards, interpreters, mental health care providers and social workers  

• Special Screenings with legislators to encourage them to make critical policy changes  
• Special Screenings with tech companies to educate on existing gaps in communication access for Deaf individuals in the criminal 

justice system  
• National Television Broadcast on PBS to reach millions of viewers  
• Educational and discussion materials to facilitate important conversations written in collaboration with academic advisors and 

community advocates specializing in Deaf and Disabled people in the criminal justice system 

THE FILMMAKERS

MAE THORNTON MEHRA & ATIN MEHRA  

BEING MICHELLE was directed, produced and filmed by the award-winning wife/husband duo Mae Thornton Mehra 
and Atin Mehra, who spent five years following Michelle and her story. They have been producing social justice and 
impact driven films together for over 15 years at ORANGE KITE PRODUCTIONS.  

Atin was born and raised in Varanasi, India where his own struggles with abuse and discrimination drew him to 
stories of marginalized individuals and communities. Mae pulls from her varied background as an oral historian, 
filmmaker, and the adoring niece of her uncle with Down’s Syndrome—giving her a unique understanding that our 
society needs to work towards equality for all humans. Both Mae and Atin pride themselves on openly creative 
collaboration between film participants and diverse production teams, where they believe impact begins within the 
filmmaking process itself. In 2020, the film team co-founded the nonprofit THRIVING ROOTS INITIATIVE to further 
their work of social impact documentary filmmaking.

“More than an estimated 750,000 
incarcerated individuals have a 
disability. Additionally, an estimated 
153,000 deaf individuals are 
incarcerated in jails or state and 
federal prisons.”                     
Report By RespectAbility, Mizrahi Et. Al., 2016 

http://www.orangekiteproductions.com
http://www.thrivingrootsinitiative.org


JOIN US
BEING MICHELLE is already sparking conversations, increasing awareness, and bringing together deaf and hearing 
communities to change the way Deaf and Disabled people are treated in the US criminal justice system and beyond. 
But there’s a lot of work that needs to be done to continue our campaign and to make a significant impact. 

We are seeking aligned partners who share our vision that everyone has a #RightToCommunication. 

From the beginning, we have been committed to working with deaf and hearing experts in Deaf and Disability advocacy, the legal 
system, film, education, and business. Our advisory board is currently collaborating to create SUPPLEMENTAL EDUCATION 
MATERIALS for the film. 

EXECUTIVE PRODUCER DELBERT WHETTER is a 3rd-generation-born deaf producer and film executive with an educational 
background in law and business. He serves as Vice Chair on the Board of Directors of RespectAbility, a national non-profit 
organization that works with Hollywood to promote positive, accurate, diverse and inclusive media portrayals of persons with 
disabilities on TV and in film. Delbert also serves on the Disability Advisory Board of SFFILM. Delbert has two CODA (child of deaf 
adults) children, one of which has autism. 

IMPACT ADVISOR DR. MEI KENNEDY has experienced navigating the justice system firsthand while supporting her Deaf father, 
who was incarcerated for seven and half years in a United States federal prison. She is a 3rd-generation Deaf parent, and an 
advocate of a hearing son with autism. With a doctorate degree in Instructional Design for Online Learning, Dr. Kennedy provides 
strategic consulting services on integrating technology to improve the learning experience for Deaf students. Dr. Kennedy serves on 
the board of Telecommunications for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing, Inc (TDI) and Communication Service for the Deaf (CSD).  

ADVISOR DEB GUTHMANN, Ed.D., NIC, is a nationally recognized lecturer, administrator, researcher, educator, and advocate with 
over 40 years of extensive experience in service to the deaf and hard of hearing(D/HH) community. She is editor and contributor for a 
book published in 2021 by Gallaudet Press titled “Deaf People in the Criminal Justice System: Selected Topics on Advocacy, 
Incarceration and Social Justice.” She currently serves as the Vice President of ADARA. 

ADVISOR GABRIEL LOMAS, Ph.D., is a Professor of Counseling and Director of Counseling Programs at Gallaudet University. He 
has done extensive work in the field of forensic evaluation and is a popular expert witness in court cases across the nation. Lomas 
has served as the co-editor for the Journal of the American Deafness and Rehabilitation Association, as well as on the editorial 
boards of numerous journals in counseling and psychology. He is an editor and contributor of the recently released, “Deaf People in 
the Criminal Justice System,” released in 2021 by Gallaudet Press.

ADVISOR LISA GONZALES is the Statewide Deaf Access Specialist with the California Department of Developmental Services. Since 
joining the state service, Lisa has engaged in advocacy, equity, and equality for individuals with intellectual and/or developmental 
disabilities. Lisa is an experienced leader with years of non-profit management experience, specifically in organizations providing 
services to deaf adults and children with intellectual and developmental differences. 

Mae Thornton Mehra | Producer | (646) 620-5570 

“Deaf people need to be able to 
communicate with police officers. 

They can’t communicate if their hands 
are tied up or if they don’t have an 

interpreter.”                 
                                      Michelle Ricks 

OUR ADVISORS

www.beingmichelle.com

http://www.beingmichelle.com
mailto:mae@thrivingrootsinitiative.org?subject=Being%20Michelle
tel:%28646%29%20620%2D5570
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