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www.PardonsNow.org  

Pardon Me:  The First Ninety Days of the Impact Campaign 

The way he tells the story, Pardon Me began in failure. On parole for the accidental shooting of a man 

during a bar fight when he was 22, having served twelve years in prison, Shuja Moore had tried his 

best to become the man he knew he was. But everything was ending in a No. “No” to this job and that 

and that. “No” to driving an Uber, “No” to renting on AirBnB. “No” to credit cards and dating websites. 

He wasn’t the worst thing he had ever done in his life - he knew that - but he couldn’t get the chance 

to prove it. 

One day alone in his apartment, leafing through his papers, he found “Con from a Con?”  It was the 

July 9, 2014, column in the Philadelphia Daily News that was about him. The columnist was writing 

about a letter of apology he had written to the parents of the man he had accidently shot and killed 

– heartfelt, explaining how what brought him to the bar that night had betrayed his own family’s 

trust, vowing  to honor the memory of their son by committing himself to do his best for his 

community for the rest of his life. He would later say that the columnist had done her best to write a 

fair story, questioning whether his apology was real or just a play to win parole, but she had totally 

missed the real story. He realized then and there that “his people” – people who had made bad 

choices but had then worked hard and changed – could not rely on outsiders to tell their stories. 

They had to tell their stories themselves. 

He started writing and calling videographers, asking if they would help him tell stories about the 

transformation of people who had spent time behind bars. “I have nothing to offer you – no 

credentials, no pay,” he’d say. “But I need someone to believe in me and break the stereotypes that 

are killing communities like mine.” Unbelievably, two said they’d help: Sean Grasso, a freelance 

documentary and commercial cinematographer who seeks the ability to learn from, and be inspired 

by, the people he films; and Hunter Bartlett, an editor and cinematographer who looks for projects 

that serve a larger purpose. “I Am Not A Savage” was the first of what was to become an ongoing 

webseries called Walkies.  

As fate would have it, this was the same time that Philadelphia Lawyers for Social Equity (PLSE) 

was starting to use video to support its efforts to reform the pardon process in Pennsylvania, to 

make it a real opportunity for its low-income clients to expunge their past crimes so they could 

have the second chance they deserved.  PLSE had created an advisory group of people with lived 

experience in the criminal justice system, the Pardon Project Steering Committee (PPSC), and Shuja 

accepted the invitation to be a member. It took no time for the PPSC to decide to allocate $2500 

from a grant it had received from the Phoebus Fund of Bread & Roses to support a film Shuja 

http://www.pardonsnow.org/
https://plsephilly.org/a-con-from-a-con-redacted/
https://www.walkiesfilms.com/
https://plsephilly.org/
https://plsephilly.org/ppsc/
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wanted to make about pardons, and PLSE agreed to double-match it. Then came contributions from 

Kimberly and Tobey Oxholm, a letter of support from WHYY’s president Bill Marrazzo, and a grant 

from the Independence Foundation.  With that, Pardon Me came to life. 

September 13, 2023 

By the summer of 2023, Shuja had been awarded a Mike Lee Fellowship at PLSE and been honored 

as a "Remodeled Citizen" by the Mayor's Office of Black Male Engagement. He had landed two great 

jobs, first as a Reentry Specialist for JEVS and then with The Enterprise Center as its 52nd Street 

Corridor Manager. He had received contributions for his film from the Bobby Bonds Memorial 

Foundation and the Patricia Kind Family Foundation. He had also been appointed to the Board of 

Directors of the ACLU of Pennsylvania, and it was the ACLU that decided to host a fundraiser for 

him and his new documentary. They would handle all the details and publicity; he just had to show 

up and talk about his life and his film. 

This wouldn’t be the first time the film had been seen by members of the public. That was a 

screening in April that was co-hosted by Berks Connections/Pretrial Services (now, Connections 

Work) and the Reading Area Community College. But that was a “rough cut” and this was the final. 

It imposed a real deadline on the production team. Editing right up to the very last day, they met it. 

 

The World Café Live in Philadelphia was the perfect venue in so many ways. The room was packed by 

people who cared about the issues – racial and social justice, second chances and hope – and about him 

personally: his parents and brother were there, as were many from 

the West Philadelphia neighborhood where his 

family has lived for four generations. So too 

was the Judge who had sentenced him to prison 

(pictured at right) and the Daily News 

columnist who had doubted his sincerity while 

he was incarcerated. So too were many 

members of the PPSC, two of whose stories 

were being told in the film (who participated in 

a panel discussion afterwards with two leading ACLU attorneys, pictured at left), 

and many of those who had invested in him and his vision for the film. It was an 

unqualified success, beyond any of his dreams. 

 

 

https://www.bctv.org/calendar/premier-pardon-me-documentary/
https://www.bctv.org/calendar/premier-pardon-me-documentary/
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The Impact Campaign 

The purpose for the movie was never simply to give Shuja Moore a first notch on his documentarian’s 

belt: it is to change how society wrongly stereotypes and dismisses people like him and to give hope 

that a final release from the criminal justice system is actually possible for them, not just for the rich, 

white and connected. That meant the film had to be shown lots of times in lots of places to lots of 

different kinds of audiences. Shuja had left a salary behind when he committed himself to his film. He 

did not have the connections he needed to get his film seen. And he was running out of funds, the 

most significant of which had come from the Independent Public Media Foundation and the 

Independence Foundation. 

That he could go on was due to the timely arrival of Bonnie Benjamin-Phariss, a documentary 

“impact strategist” – a term Shuja had never heard before.  Among any number of awards and 

credentials, she had led the documentary division of Vulcan Productions, “the independent media 

company founded by Microsoft co-founder Paul G. Allen, noted for telling powerful stories and 

campaigns to help audiences understand the world around them, respond to challenges and bring 

about lasting change.” With her guidance, insights and contributions, Shu was able to map out a 15-

month “Impact Campaign”.  

 

It included five very specific deliverables that were developed with the Pardon Project Steering 

Committee. By the end of 2024, the goals would be to double the number of pardon applications 

received by the Board of Pardons, double the number of counties having Pardon Projects, train 1000 

new Pardon Coaches, cut in half the time it took for pardons to get to a hearing (from 4 to 2 years), 

and achieve 3 very specific changes in the law. Obviously, these were not things he could do alone. 

Since 2018, PLSE had been focused on reforming the pardon system in Pennsylvania and by the fall 

of 2023, it had achieved most of its goals. Among many 

successes, it had given birth to “Pardon Projects” in a dozen 

counties – groups of civic leaders, volunteers and people with 

criminal records who are committed to helping people in their 

own communities apply for pardons. Volunteers trained in how 

the pardon process works and how to help applicants are called 

“Pardon Coaches”; organizations that are willing to be 

information centers in their communities are called “Pardon 

Hubs.” And it was to that network that Shuja turned. He asked 

them to sponsor screenings during October, which the American Bar Association had named “Pro 

Bono Month” to inspire more volunteering by attorneys. (Pictured left: screening hosted by Pardon 

Project of York County with (among others) York County Economic Alliance President and CEO 

Kevin Schreiber, District Attorney David Sunday, former Board of Pardons Secretary Brandon 

Flood, and the Pardon Project’s driving force, Bar Association Executive Director Victoria Connor) 

https://www.pardonsnow.org/campaign
https://www.pardonsnow.org/campaign
https://pardonmepa.org/
https://pardonmepa.org/
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What followed was a 2000-mile, 8-week pardons road trip, made 

possible thanks in very large part to a $25,000 grant from The Andrea 

W. and Kenneth C. Frazier Family Foundation, a second grant from 

the Independence Foundation, the 

generosity of Glenn Barnes and Ruth 

Shaber, and PPSC leader Paula Budnick 

(herself a pardon recipient) who joined 

the team as his chief administrative 

assistant. To everyone, the screening schedule was “aggressive”. To 

filmmakers young in the craft, what Shuja accomplished was 

“unbelievable”. By the end of November, 1300 people in 13 counties 

across Pennsylvania – from Philadelphia to Erie, from Washington to 

Lackawanna - had seen the film (right, top: Mayor Jaime Kinder 

introducing the screening at the public library in Meadville, Crawford 

County) and listened to a panel of experts afterwards discuss the 

harms caused by criminal records and 

the benefits of pardons to society at 

large (left, top: the panel at Wilkes 

University in Luzerne County; left, 

bottom: the panelists at State College in Centre County, including 

[from right] WRSC radio host and discussion moderator, Tor Michaels; 

State College Borough Councilman and Pardon Project leader Gopal 

Balachandran; and Assistant District Attorney Sean McGraw). It ended with a screening and the 

creation of a “Pardon Hub” at Eddie’s House (at right, bottom), a non-profit social services 

organization in North Philadelphia, where pardon services will continue to be offered to the 

community – a model any community non-profit can use: 

Date City/County Primary Hosts 

9/19 Phila ACLU 
9/28 Phila Independence Public Media Foundation 
9/29 Williamsport/Lycoming  Yokefellowship 
10/2 Malvern/Delaware Bobby Bonds Memorial Foundation 
10/3 Wilkes-Barre/Luzerne  Wilkes University and Luzerne Co Law & Library 

Assn 
10/4 York York County Bar Assn & DA of York Co 
10/10 Scranton/Lackawanna Greater Scranton Chamber of Commerce 
10/11 State College/Centre   Penn State Law School 
10/16 Somerset Tableland Services Inc., Summit Legal Aid, and 

Somerset County Bar Assn 
10/17 Washington   Washington & Jefferson University, Wash. Co. Bar 

Assn, Summit Legal Aid, and the Rotary Club 
10/23 Erie Gannon University and the Erie Co Bar Assn 
10/25 Meadville/Crawford Crawford Clean Slate and the City of Meadville 
10/26 Pittsburgh/Allegheny University of Pittsburgh Law School 
11/2 Phila Behavioral Health Training & Education 

Network, and City of Philadelphia Department of 
Behavioral Health and disAbility Services 
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11/3 Stroudsburg/Monroe  Monroe County Bar Association 
11/8 Wilkes-Barre/Luzerne Marywood University 
11/9 Phila St. Joseph’s University 
11/15 Phila US Veterans Administration 
11/16 Phila American Society of Criminology - Annual 

Conference 
11/28 Phila LaSalle University 
11/28 Phila Eddie’s House 

The reviews everywhere, without exception, were uniformly glowing. After each, a cinematographer 

recorded comments (example here; more at the end of this report) from those who were willing to 

step up to the mic on their way out of the venue. 

Results to Date 

Again, the goal was never just to have people see and applaud the film, then go home. Conversations 

have begun on a major issue that, until now, has been invisible, and most of the benefits of “opening 

the eyes” of civic leaders will take time to realize. But as PLSE puts it, “Social Justice Requires Social 

Action” and the film offers a large list of how everyone can help.   

Here’s how we’ve done so far towards reaching the five specific goals of the Impact Campaign:  

Specific Goals  Results (through December 31, 2023) 
15 new Pardon Projects  New projects on the rise in Crawford, Cumberland, Huntington and 

Adams Counties 
Newly energized Pardon Projects in Erie, Lackawanna, and Somerset 
Expansion of the Berks County Pardon Project to Kutztown  

 New Pardon Hub in North Philadelphia (Eddie’s House) 

 New clinical program in Pardons being discussed at Pitt Law  

1,000 new Pardon Coaches  
trained 

46, with trainings scheduled on January 10 (Lancaster County), 
February 15 (Cumberland County, with Board of Pardons Secretary 
Shelley Watson) and March (Monroe County) 

5 key changes in the law The automatic expungement of pardoned crimes was signed into 
law on December 13 and will go into effect in 180 days (June 11) 

Double the number of 
pardon applications 
submitted (from 1,940 in 
2022) 

Too soon to tell. But the number of pardon applications received by 
the Board of Pardons in 2023 was 2,173 – the most in PA history  
with almost 500 applications submitted during the lasts three weeks 
of December alone 

Halve the 4-year timeline 
to a pardon 

965 people from 53 counties signed a letter to the Governor urging 
him to sign pardons more quickly (see map below) – but Governor 
Shapiro still took until December 22 to sign 128 pardons that had 
been recommended to him on June 16 by the PA Board of Pardons 
(BOP) and 58 more it had unanimously recommended to him on 
October 12; and he’s refused to ”tie himself down” to an “arbitrary” 
procedure to make final decisions within 60 days of the BOP’s 
endorsement, despite their having come to him after the Board’s   3-
year process, public hearing and recommendation 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1icrb2OwZU2MBlrcZPD04dRO9thVqinF7/view
https://pardonmepa.org/how-to-help/
https://www.congressweb.com/PLSE/3
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Launched on September 11 by the Pardon Project 

Steering Committee and highlighted at several 

screenings of the film Pardon Me, the letter-writing 

campaign called on Governor Shapiro not only to sign 

the 222 pardons then on his desk, but to establish a 

standard operating procedure that would ensure 

future pardons got to him within sixty days of being 

recommended by the Board of Pardons. The campaign 

received support in 53 of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties. 

Meanwhile, on October 18, the Community Action Association of Pennsylvania awarded its first-ever 

“Dependable Difference Award” to Megan Foy, one of the leaders of the Pardon Project of Somerset 

County; and on November 16, after giving the keynote address to the American Society of 

Criminology’s Division on People of Color and Crime, Shuja received its Community Service Award 

“in recognition of his outstanding contributions to improve the quality of life for underserved 

populations and communities affected by crime.”    

Looking Ahead 

As impressive as the progress made toward the specific objectives are the developments that are 

occurring around the state as this report is being written:  

County Results 
Philadelphia Civic leaders are coming together in February to create a “Pardon Community” with 

multiple, connected Pardon Hubs in West Philadelphia. DC33 will become the first 
union in the state to start offering record-clearing services to its members 

Centre The megachurch in the county is considering adopting pardons as one of its callings. 
A second screening of the film is being scheduled at the Capitol Theatre and only 
those with criminal records and their families will be invited to attend  

Erie Gannon University will offer funded “Community Justice Fellowships” for students to 
work in its new Pardon Project. To date, three $1000 Fellowships have been funded. 

Lackawanna After attending the screening, Paige Cognetti, the Mayor of Scranton, pledged to 
include some funding for pardons in the City’s 2024 budget.  Lackawanna Pro Bono 
has licensed the film, to make it a permanent part of its pro bono program for 
attorneys. 

Crawford Mayor Jaime Kinder attended the screening and pledged to support the Pardon 

Project. Inspired by the film, new volunteer coaches have been trained. Women’s 

Services, Inc., is appointing a Pardon Fellow and will serve as the county’s Pardon 

Hub.    

York $9,000 was raised to support the Impact Campaign thanks to the tireless work of 
Victoria Connor, the Bar Association’s executive director. The Association licensed 
the film so it can continue to recruit volunteers for the Pardon Project  

Washington The Rotary Club is considering adopting Pardons as a service program – and it would 

be the first Rotary in the state – in the country - to do so 
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Lancaster Zion Community Services and the Lancaster County Reentry Coalition have taken the 

lead in reenergizing the Pardon Project there, partnering with State Representative 

Ismail Smith-Wade-El to map out a year-long campaign of record clearing events.  

Allegheny Practice Professor Chalon Young is working to create a Pardon Hub at Pitt Law.  
Monroe Following the screening at its Bench-Bar conference, the Bar Association is leading 

the development of a Pardon Project with a Steering Committee that is chaired by 

Past President Hillary Madden and includes Judge Jonathan Mark, the Public 

Defender, the First Deputy DA, and Clerk of Court George Warden 

Lebanon Barbara Smith, the County’s Clerk of Courts and the president of the statewide PA 
Assn of the Prothonotaries and Clerks of Court, is working to start a Pardon Project 
there 

Somerset The Bar Association has identified this as a project for its Young Lawyers. A Pardon 

Fellow has been appointed by Tabletop Community Action and is active with the 

Pardon Project Steering Committee.  

Bedford ADA Megan Will, one of the founders of the Somerset Pardon Project, is working with 
Clerk of Courts on starting o in this county 

Berks Kutztown University – geographically remote from Reading, which is where the 

Pardon Project is centered –  is planning to incorporate Pardon Me into its 2024 

Transformative Justice summer courses as well as create a Pardon Hub there 

Dauphin A Pardon Fellow is being appointed, and civic leaders will be meeting in January to 
discuss forming a Pardon Project  

Statewide In April 2024, the film will be shown at the annual conference of the Criminal Justice 
Advisory Boards meeting in Centre County 
The Pennsylvania Association of Goodwills is working to include pardon-related 
services as part of is recently-received $13 million dollar grant for re-entry services  

National Pardon Me has been nominated for the 2024 ABA Silver Gavel Award 
International Faculty members of the American Society of Criminologists will be showing the film 

and asking Shuja to zoom with their classes 
 

To date, we’ve also begun to license the film to ensure that it will continue to be screened and keep the 

conversations going. The licensees span a wide range and include, for example, the York County Bar 

Association (which was the first), the Public Defender of Philadelphia, Lackawanna Pro Bono, Temple 

University, the Promise, and the United Way of Greater Philadelphia and Southern New Jersey.   

As we head into 2024, we are already looking at some very exciting events: 

● January 10 – community leaders are gathering in Carlisle to plan the launch of the Pardon Project 

of Cumberland County, and in Lancaster, community leaders and attorneys are coming together 

for a Pardon Coach training that will begin with Pardon Me 

● January 17 – the launch of a year-long series of record-clearing event (10 already 

scheduled) sponsored by State Representative Ismail Smith-Wade-El, held in his District, 

hosted by the Zion Community Services Inc., and supported by the Reentry Coalition and the 

Bar Association – a public-private partnership that we hope will spread via other State Reps 

● January 23 – a pardon program hosted in West Philadelphia by the Greater Philadelphia 

Leadership Exchange, a program for business leaders connected through The Economy League 

● February 12 – after holding a very successful screening in November, LaSalle University 

leaders will be meeting to discuss starting a Pardon Hub there  
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● February 15 – a 2-hour “summit”/CLE on pardons in Carlisle, sponsored by Dickinson School 

of Law, the Cumberland Bar Association, and CareerLinks, and including the participation of 

the Secretary of the PA Board of Pardons 

● February 27 –Temple University is holding a “Second Chances” event including a screening 

of Pardon Me followed by a panel of experts. 

● March - The Pennsylvania Reentry Council's Employment Committee will be hosting a special 

meeting highlighting Pardon Me and will be using the film to continue educating the public on 

the need for pardon and probation reform, and the impact pardons can have on those 

touched by the criminal justice system 

● April 9 – presentation at the annual meeting of the statewide Criminal Justice Advisory Boards, 

hosted by the PA Commission on Crime and Delinquency and the County Commissioners 

Association of PA, in State College, Centre County 

The point is to put a spotlight on the discrimination and get people talking about what it’s doing to 

hurt us all – connecting those without any appreciation of the issue with those who suffer silently 

from it – building bridges between people – neighbors – whose paths most likely would otherwise 

never cross.   

We cannot thank enough those who, like Sean Grasso and Hunter Barrett, saw something special in 

Shuja and this project and decided they would help. We gratefully acknowledge their contributions 

on the final page of this report. The unknown is whether we can raise the funding we now need to 

keep Shuja on the road and the Impact Campaign going strong. Otherwise, his budding career as a 

successful filmmaker is calling…. 

Additional Materials generated (so far!) during the Impact Campaign  

Testimonials (selected) 

 Tom_1.mp4  Nicole.mp4  Catherine_1.mp4 

 Berks.mp4  Allegheny.mp4  Jessica Bird.mp4 

 Courtney & Brooklyn.mp4   Aaron Mallory.mp4 

 

Press (selected) (below, following Donors) 

“Too Many Pardons? No – way too few.” Commentary, Aaron Moore, The Trib Live (Westmoreland 

County), November 13, 2023  

“Pardon Project of York County event focuses on 2nd chances for those with criminal records.” Lena 

Tzivekis, York Daily Record, October 11, 2023 

“Filmmaker holds screening of ‘Pardon Me’ documentary at Meadville Public Library, showcasing 

state’s pardon process.” Rebecca Hazen Meadville Tribune, October 27, 2023 

“Pardon people, not turkeys – support second chances.” Op Ed, Mike Desmond, Centre Daily Times, 

November 22, 2023 

For More Information:  connect@domooregood.org   

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Yj0jurukVasMtt7wGDkTNLOXbzmVa0dg/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ie4pmD_cHPGFBbeetslPlj3bAq_6FOP6/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10TYet2MtDpjHVTBDsBFKXAGAVzJqRp4Q/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1b99VND2-F59hFcWkyJpjGuVRQwADX9Qj/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mYb9L-WqQlftxYY6r9zoDdqM7ciBi51v/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HQKEqgi8rrLq5ykN-FD024_2YLiqvUQi/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/178nUxI9m4WCIbnX2HNnBcM-qlMSl6HO-/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/161grNs2wxnrd65QiKJXCoRky_pioADg7/view?usp=drive_web
mailto:connect@domooregood.org
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Nothing, Without You 

We wish to thank those who – like cinematographers Sean Grasso and Hunter Barrett – were 

willing to open their imaginations to this project and their ears to our requests for support. Your 

contributions and your faith in Shuja Moore, who otherwise would have been forever regarded as a 

murderer, has made all this possible.  

Pardon Project Steering Committee 
Philadelphia Lawyers for Social Equity 

The Independence Foundation 
Independence Public Media Fund 

Kim and Tobey Oxholm 
Vanessa Starr 

Victoria Connor 
Paula Budnick 

Glenn Barnes & Ruth Shaber 
The Andrea W and Kenneth C Frazier Family Foundation 

Bobby Bonds Memorial Foundation 
York County Bar Foundation  

The Oxholm Family Fund 
American Civil Liberties Union 

Patricia Kind Family Foundation 
Valerie Kind-Rubin and Andrew Kind-Rubin 

Stacy Distefano 
Lisa Budnick 

Rachel Budnick 
Joy Douglas 

Peter Goldberger 
Marilyn Hammer 
Barbara Hammer 

Abraham C. Reich; Sherri Reich 
Laura and Marc McKenna 

Christopher Bartlett 
Roger & Elizabeth Freidman 

Sarah Johnson 
Christina Sandolo 

Juliana Flower 
Arthur M Kaplan and R. Duane Perry 

Kathryn Streeter Lewis 
Samaria Widemond 

Megan E. Will 
Centrepeace, Inc 

Brian Gorman 
Kathy Sabol 
Brian Pulito 

Emmy Allison 
List as of December 31, 2023 

Tax-deductible contributions to keep the Impact Campaign going can be made to Do Moore Good, EIN 

56-2572253, 4642 Sansom St, Suite 2, Philadelphia, PA 19139, or  https://donorbox.org/pardonme.  

https://donorbox.org/pardonme

