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IN 2015, THE United States District Court 
for the District of Hawaii commenced its 
Restorative Justice Circle Pilot Project (RJ 
Circle Pilot Project). The RJ Circle Pilot 
Project is administered through the United 
States Pretrial Services for the District of 
Hawaii (Pretrial Services). Any person who 
has pled guilty to or has been sentenced for a 
federal felony offense in the District of Hawaii 
is eligible to apply to have a circle with loved 
ones moderated by an experienced facilitator. 
The RJ Circle Pilot Program’s first circle was 
held in August of 2015. Since then 19 circles 
have been held with federal defendants and 
their loved ones. One of these circles involved 
Cher, a young woman who pled guilty to a 
felony drug offense.* She heard about the 
RJ Circle Pilot Program while incarcerated 
and pending her sentencing. Author Leslie 
Kobayashi was the judge, and author Lorenn 
Walker was the facilitator who worked with 
Cher as described here. 

At 18, Cher was in her senior year of high 
school and living in a small coastal commu
nity on the East Coast of the United States 
with her parents and younger brother. She was 
well liked, and everyone, including herself, 
assumed she would do well after high school. 
Cher wanted to go away to school and was 

thrilled to be accepted by a college in Hawaii. 
However, her first year of college turned out 
to be a lonely and difficult time. At the end of 
her first year of college, things changed when 
Cher was invited to a rave. It was a giant party 
where she spent the night dancing and used, 
for the first time, the synthetic drug methyl
enedioxy-methamphetamine (MDMA), more 
commonly known as “ecstasy” or “molly.” 

Raves as well as ecstasy and other 
drugs—cocaine and ketamine, also known 
as “Special K”—became a regular part of 
Cher’s life. Eventually, she hosted raves as a 
disc jockey that hundreds of people attended. 
Along the way, she unfortunately suffered a 
painful ligament injury for which she was 
prescribed opioids. This prescription ignited 
a decade-long addiction and substance abuse. 
She eventually turned to heroin, which was 
cheaper and more easily accessible. Eventually, 
to support her drug use, Cher started selling 
illegal drugs. She ultimately was arrested and 
charged with a federal drug offense to which 
she pled guilty and was sentenced to three 
years in federal prison. 

But before the judge would determine her 
sentence, Cher was incarcerated at Federal 
Detention Center-Honolulu (FDC). It was 
there she first learned about reentry planning 
circles (Walker & Greening, 2010). The federal 
court in the District of Hawaii had recently 
started the RJ Circle Pilot Project, which 
consisted of offering reentry planning circles 
(circles) to federal defendants who were either 

waiting to have their sentencing hearings or 
had been sentenced and were waiting to be 
designated to a Bureau of Prisons facility. The 
circles provide incarcerated individuals with 
a process to make amends to their loved ones 
and plan for meeting their goals and a law-
abiding future. 

While at FDC, two women told Cher about 
their RJ Circle Pilot Project experiences. They 
explained how each met with their families, 
their United States pretrial services officer 
(federal pretrial officer), and a facilitator and 
that there was a person responsible for writing 
everyone’s comments on large sheets of paper. 
The women described how the facilitator 
helped everyone talk about the harm caused 
by the women’s past criminal behavior and 
the hurt caused by their incarceration as well 
as how the harm could be repaired, and what 
the women’s goals for their futures were and 
their specific plans as how they would reach 
their goals. Their circles lasted about three 
hours and food was shared at the conclu
sion. A few days after their circles, each of the 
women received a typed written plan based 
on what was said during the circle. The plan 
listed specific and concrete steps that each of 
them would take while imprisoned and after 
they were released to reenter her community, 
including reconciling with loved ones. 

Cher decided she wanted a circle with 
her family. She felt deeply remorseful about 
the pain she had caused. Showing remorse is 
important in healing harm for victims and 

*  This is a pseudonym for a person who gave the 
authors permission to write about her experi
ences. The significant facts reported here are true,  
but some details have been altered to protect her  
identification. 
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offenders alike (Wellikoff, 2003). An incar-
cerated person’s loved ones are often directly 
harmed by that person’s actions long before 
incarceration (such as from addiction, crimi-
nality, or violence) and, after the person is 
incarcerated, the loved ones suffer the loss of 
separation. 

About six weeks after applying for a reentry 
circle, a facilitator went to the FDC and inter-
viewed Cher, and her responses convinced 
both her federal pretrial officer and the facilita-
tor that Cher was sincere in her desire to hold 
a circle. Her application was approved. Because 
Cher’s loved ones lived on the continental 
United States and Cher was incarcerated in 
Honolulu, her reentry circle was scheduled for 
the same day as her sentencing hearing was to 
be held in federal court.  

Cher’s parents flew to Honolulu from the 
East Coast to attend both the circle and her 
sentencing hearing. Cher’s brother was unable 
to attend but sent his thoughts in writing. He 
was represented by his comments, which were 
placed on an empty chair and read during 
the circle. Cher’s circle was held at the fed-
eral courthouse with her parents and federal 
pretrial officer attending in person, and her 
brother participating via his written statement. 
Because Cher was in custody, her parents had 
to be pre-approved to enter the FDC to visit 
her. (See bop.gov/inmates/visiting.jsp). Cher’s 
parents were not granted approval and the 
circle could not be held at the FDC. Instead, 
Cher’s federal pretrial officer submitted a 
written request to the judge for permission to 
have Cher temporarily released from pretrial 
detention and into the federal pretrial officer’s 
custody. The request specifically was to have 
Cher restricted to a conference room in the 
federal courthouse for four hours where the 
reentry circle would take place and, once the 
circle was completed, to have Cher surrender 
to the custody of the United States Marshal’s 
Service (U.S. Marshal). The judge approved 
the request. Other than approving the applica-
tion and, in Cher’s case, approving a request 
for temporary release from custody to hold 
the reentry circle in the courthouse, the judge 
is not directly involved in the reentry circle. 
The RJ Circle Pilot Program rules are clear. 
The judge is not given information about what 
was discussed or decided during the reentry 
circle, and the fact that the individual has 
completed a reentry circle is not considered by 
the judge as a factor for sentencing purposes.

The circle was held in the morning; in the 
afternoon, Cher was taken to her court hear-
ing for her sentencing. When Cher and her 

parents appeared at the hearing, they were 
all visibly elated. During her allocution at the 
sentencing hearing, Cher directly addressed 
the judge and explained how the circle affected 
her and made her feel at peace with any sen-
tence that the judge decided to impose. When 
asked by the judge if she would like to say 
anything in court to her parents, Cher turned 
to thank them for what they told her during 
the circle and apologized again for alienating 
them. Her parents were openly emotional in 
response. They too conveyed gratitude for 
being able to participate in the circle. 

District of Hawaii, Federal 
Reentry Circle Pilot Project
In 2015, the RJ Circle Pilot Project was created 
through the collaboration of a federal district 
judge, the District of Hawaii’s United States 
Pretrial Services Office (Pretrial Services),
and the Hawai’i Friends of Restorative Justice 
(HFRJ), a small Honolulu non-profit orga-
nization that designed and provides circles. 
The purpose was to create a pilot project that 
would provide reentry planning circles for 
individuals who had been or would be sen-
tenced to prison in federal court. The RJ Circle 
Pilot Project was expanded in 2017 to include 
formerly incarcerated individuals on fed-
eral supervision with the District of Hawaii’s 
United States Probation Office (Probation). 
As of September 2019, nineteen persons have 
received reentry circles. Of these, eighteen 
circles were for incarcerated individuals and 
one circle was held for a formerly incarcerated 
individual on federal supervision. Two of the 
incarcerated individuals, one of whom was 
Cher, have had a follow-up circle in addition 
to an initial one. 

Pilot Planning Phase
At the onset, stakeholders in the District of 
Hawaii were identified and consulted. Pretrial 
Services, the District of Hawaii’s judges, the 
United States Attorney’s Office, the Federal 
Public Defender’s Office, the United States 
Attorney’s Victim Witness coordinator, and 
Bureau of Prisons (BOP) representatives at 
FDC participated. This consultation process 
resulted in a written procedure for the RJ 
Circle Pilot Project approved by the stake-
holders and encapsulated in a Memorandum 
of Agreement (MOU). Providing reentry ser-
vices before sentencing or shortly thereafter 
was important to the stakeholders. 

Optimally, reentry planning should begin 
when a person is initially incarcerated or con-
victed (Taxman et al., 2002). The earlier that 

reentry planning is initiated, the more benefi-
cial it is to the incarcerated individual to define 
their goals, make plans, and begin prosocial 
behavior (i.e., social behavior that is beneficial 
to one’s community). Reentry is not a spe-
cific program but a process which includes 
“reentry planning,” “family involvement,” and 
“community justice partnerships” (Petersilia, 
2004, p. 5, citing Reggie Wilkinson). 

Developing the Written Procedures 
and Application Process
In developing the written procedure for the 
RJ Circle Pilot Program, the stakeholders 
first identified who would be eligible to par-
ticipate. The program initially was limited to 
individuals who were under Pretrial Services’ 
supervision, who had entered a guilty plea or 
were adjudicated guilty after a trial, and who 
were waiting to receive their sentence or had 
been sentenced and were waiting to be trans-
ported to a BOP facility for incarceration. 

Next, the program’s purposes were iden-
tified: to provide an opportunity for the 
individual to make amends and address 
any harm that his or her past behavior and 
incarceration has caused; and to give the 
individual an opportunity to establish goals 
and a plan for successful reentry into the 
community after imprisonment (Walker & 
Greening, 2013). 

To accomplish the first purpose, the circle 
was designed so that loved ones are given 
the opportunity to talk about how they have 
been harmed and affected by the individual’s 
conduct in the past and by her or his incar-
ceration, and to consider what could be done 
to repair the harm. For the second purpose, 
the individual is encouraged in the circle to 
state his or her specific goals and needs, such 
as housing, identification documents, trans-
portation, employment, maintaining physical 
and emotion health, use of leisure time, and 
identifying his or her support group. These 
needs correspond with those identified by La 
Vigne, et al., 2008, as being necessary for suc-
cessful reentry.

The Process for Applying for a Circle
The following describes the application pro-
cess for participation in the RJ Circle Pilot 
Program:

For incarcerated defendants, applica-
tions can be obtained from the Reentry 
Coordinator at the Federal Detention 
Center—Honolulu. Otherwise, applications 
can be obtained from the U.S. Pretrial 
Services Office. The application is completed 
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by the defendant and forwarded/returned 
to the Pretrial Services Office for the initial 
review.  

The Pretrial Services Office will contact 
the defendant’s attorney to obtain his/her 
consent to proceed. 

The Pretrial Services Office will obtain 
the approval of the judge when defen-
dants are pending sentencing or on pretrial 
release. If the defendant has already been 
sentenced and remanded to custody, the 
Pretrial Services Office will provide notice 
to the judge. 

The Pretrial Services Office will con-
tact the Assistant U.S. Attorney to provide 
notice of the request. If the circle potentially 
includes a named victim, the Victim-Witness 
Coordinator will be consulted. 

Depending on the timing and location 
of the circle, the Pretrial Services Office 
will provide notice to the Federal Detention 
Center (FDC), U.S. Marshals Service
(USMS), and/or any other agency or person 
as needed.

If approved for participation in the circle, 
the application is forwarded to the Hawai’i 
Friends of Restorative Justice (HFRJ) for 
review (Unpublished Pretrial Restorative 
Justice Circles MOU, April, 2016, pp. 2-3).
For those who are post-sentencing and on 

federal supervision, the individual submits 
the application to his or her probation officer 
who, in turn, provides a recommendation 
with the application for Probation’s approval. 
For all applications, the criteria for approval 
include a commitment from the applicant 
to: (1) be held accountable for his or her past 
and present behavior; (2) want to repair harm 
which he or she caused to others; (3) create 
a plan for a successful life which addresses 
how to stop reoffending. To date, only two 
applications have been denied (with one of the 
denials involving a crime victim who felt too 
emotional to be able to participate).

Implementation and Training
Once the MOU was completed, but before 
the RJ Circle Pilot Program was launched, 
HFRJ conducted a two-day reentry circle 
facilitator training for representatives from the 
stakeholders. An additional half-day training 
was provided to pretrial services and proba-
tion officers to address the RJ Circle Pilot 
Program’s procedures as well as to educate the 
officers about the background and effective-
ness of restorative justice. These trainings were 
well received, as the participants reported the 
sessions to be highly interactive and engaging.

Current Applications 
and Experiences
Since its inception, the RJ Circle Pilot Project 
circles usually have been held either at the 
FDC or at the federal courthouse in a small 
conference room. Circle participants are
sometimes unable to enter the FDC for a vari-
ety of reasons: Some are formerly incarcerated 
individuals and are precluded from entering; 
others may be the biological children of the 
incarcerated person but, because parental
rights have been terminated, are not consid-
ered to be family members eligible to enter the 
FDC; others may be precluded because there 
is insufficient time to process an application 
and obtain BOP clearance. In these instances, 
as with Cher, the federal pretrial officer can 
request the judge to release the incarcerated 
person for a short time into the federal pretrial 
officer’s custody to remain in a conference 
room at the federal courthouse for the circle. 
Once the circle is completed, the incarcerated 
person surrenders into the Marshal’s custody 
at the federal courthouse and is transported 
back to FDC. For those who are on pretrial 
release (not incarcerated before being sen-
tenced) or are post-incarceration (that is, have 
completed their prison term and are serving a 
term of federal supervised release), the circles 
have been held at a variety of locations conve-
nient for them and their loved ones.

“Breaking of bread” is an RJ ritual (Acorn, 
2004, p. 53), and is also a cultural practice in 
Hawaii. Food is often an especially comforting 
part of the RJ Circle Pilot Project. Loved ones 
attending circles held at the federal court-
house are permitted to bring food to share 
during the circles. For those circles held at the 
FDC, snacks from FDC vending machines are 
bought and shared.

Description of Reentry 
Circle Process
Facilitator Interviews the Applicant

When an application is received, it is transmit-
ted from the Pretrial Services Office to HFRJ. 
A facilitator is assigned. The facilitator is the 
person who will convene the circle. Convening 
the circle requires extensive preparation. In 
advance of the circle, the facilitator interviews 
the applicant and contacts the applicant’s sup-
porters listed on the application. Convening 
also includes working with Pretrial Services or 
Probation on the logistics of where and when 
the circle will be held. 

The interview of the applicant is an
important component and is done in person. 
The facilitator conducts a solution-focused

interview to assess the applicant’s strengths 
and goals (Walker, 2013). Typically, the inter-
view lasts about 45 minutes. The length of 
time of the interviews of the other potential 
circle participants (that is, people identified by 
the incarcerated individual as supporters who 
hopefully will attend) varies from 15 minutes 
to well over an hour. The primary purposes 
for the interview are to describe the circle pro-
cess and to prepare participants by reviewing 
the circle agenda. 

Shuttling Information When a Loved 
One Cannot Attend a Circle in Person
When a participant wants to but cannot 
attend a circle, like Cher’s brother, he or she 
is invited to answer the questions normally 
asked during the circle. These interviews 
can take 20 minutes to over an hour. The 
loved ones answer questions including: “How 
were you affected by any past behavior of 
your loved one and their incarceration? What 
could your loved one do to help repair any 
harm you have suffered?” Some have many 
things to say in response to these questions. 
The facilitator patiently listens, compliments 
the responder for their strengths, and writes 
down the responses, which are then shuttled 
or brought to the circle and read as each ques-
tion is asked throughout the circle. Recent 
research examining circles where people pro-
vided shuttled information, as opposed to 
attending circles in person, shows no cultural 
differences and overall positive responses. For 
most, participation via shuttled information at 
the circle has been their first and only oppor-
tunity to describe and share how they were 
affected by their loved one’s involvement with 
the criminal justice system (Walker & Bilmes 
Goldstein, in press). 

Identifying Strengths and 
Encouraging Self-reflection
During the interview (as well as later in the 
circle), the facilitator compliments the indi-
vidual on strengths observed and encourages 
the individual to acknowledge his or her good 
qualities (i.e., self-compliment). Common 
facilitator statements include: “Wow, it’s so 
great you want to make amends with your 
family, what makes you want to do that?” In 
answering, the individual may say something 
positive about himself or herself, e.g., “I want 
to make amends because I am sorry for what 
I did and want my family to know that.” This 
is reflective of self-compliment and is more 
effective in building self-confidence than hear-
ing the same compliment from another person 
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(Berg & De Jong, 2005). The solution-focused 
approach presumes each person is the best 
expert of his or her life, and the reentry circle 
approach does too. (Walker & Greening, 2013).

Explaining What to Expect at Circles
Additionally, the facilitator and the appli-
cant review What to Expect at a Reentry 
Planning Circle, a brochure written by HFRJ, 
which discusses each of the circle’s steps and 
what the individual is responsible for during 
the process. Preparation involves explaining 
what will happen during the circle. This is 
helpful to make the applicant less anxious 
and to understand the meaning of the pro-
cess. Understandably, many individuals report 
being nervous about the circle process before-
hand. Participants invited to a circle are given 
the brochure to help them prepare as well. 

Circle Opening
The facilitator will help the applicant prepare 
for how she or he will open the circle. The 
applicant develops her or his unique opening. 
Cher’s opening, for instance, started with an 
apology to her parents for her past behavior 
and addiction, and to her pretrial services offi-
cer whom she felt she had disappointed when 
she violated her bail conditions.

Allowing the individual to open the circle 
in the manner chosen by him or her solidi-
fies that the process is granting them human 
agency (Bandura, 1999) to make plans and 
decisions for themselves. “[A]gency is rooted 
in belief in the power to make things hap-
pen” (Bandura, 1999, p. 174). This belief is 
especially important if individuals are to be 
successful in changing their lifestyles and 
desisting from criminal behavior and sub-
stance abuse (Maruna, 2008). While invited 
loved ones and participating professionals 
contribute to the individual’s plan on how to 
change, the control and power reside firmly 
with the individual: It is the individual who 
chooses whom to invite to the circle, how to 
open it, what the goals are, and what the indi-
vidual will do to attain his or her goals. 

Individuals have opened circles in varied 
and highly individualistic ways, including 
with accountability statements, prayers, songs, 
or poems. A powerful Maori “haka” (a cer-
emonial dance) was once performed by an 
individual and his several friends to open a 
reentry circle.

Circle Purpose, Ground Rules, 
and Role of the Facilitator
Once the preparation is completed, the circle 

is held. It begins with the planned opening 
by the individual. After the opening, the 
facilitator explains to the participants that 
the purpose of the circle is to explore making 
amends and reconciliation, and to help create 
a reentry plan according to goals and needs 
identified by the individual. The facilitator 
also asks the participants to speak one at a 
time and to respect confidentiality.

The facilitator is responsible for ensuring 
that everyone in the circle has an opportu-
nity to speak and that the discussion is held 
in a positive, respectful, and fair manner.
Handwritten records of the discussion are
made throughout the circle by a trained
recorder who writes on large sheets of paper 
contemporaneously with the discussion. These 
notes assist the participants in keeping track of 
what is being stated and are used later by the 
facilitator to prepare the written plan for the 
individual outlining the goals and decisions 
made at the circle. A goal expressed in a circle, 
for instance, could be to obtain a General
Education Diploma (GED), employment, or 
substance abuse treatment. The written plan 
reflects this information. The plan usually
consists of six to seven pages of information 
for the individual. A plan is also provided to 
the households of each loved one. Participants 
are reminded that the plan can change and 
take a different direction in the future. In
the state prison system, some incarcerated
individuals developed behavioral agreements 
(in addition to the written plans) during the 
circles to use when, after release from prison, 
they returned to live in their parents’ homes. 
These agreements set out specific conditions 
such as household chores, yard work, main-
taining sobriety, and other conditions that the 
individual and the parents agreed were impor-
tant for them to live together successfully. 

Individual’s Proudest Accomplishments 
Since Arrest or Imprisonment?
Using the solution-focused approach, which 
is goal-oriented and seeks to identify a per-
son’s strengths (De Jong & Berg, 2008), the 
facilitator asks the individual what accom-
plishment she or he is most proud of since 
being detained or arrested. For the individual 
on federal supervision, she or he is asked what 
is his or her best accomplishment since being 
released from prison. This question helps 
the individual tell loved ones what she or he 
has done and learned since being incarcer-
ated or while on federal supervision. Some 
accomplishments shared are having jobs in 
prison; taking educational, self-improvement, 

and drug treatment classes; being sober for 
specified lengths of time; paying restitution; 
becoming accountable and responsible for 
their decisions and lives; and developing self-
awareness and insight about their behaviors, 
thoughts, and feelings. It is valuable for indi-
viduals to articulate how they have changed. 
According to Doris MacKenzie (2006), a 
highly respected corrections researcher 
(Petersilia, 2004), describing positive changes 
is vital to achieving desistance from crime.

Listing the Individual’s Strengths
After the individual has articulated his or her 
accomplishments, each person in the circle 
is asked to identify the individual’s strengths. 
For instance, the facilitator will ask: “What do 
you like about Cher? What do you think her 
strengths are?” Cher’s family and her pretrial 
services officer stated her strengths include: 

Always fun with people. Very out-
going, Very spontaneous, Has a lot of 
friends. She has friends everywhere 
(has a friend around every airport), 
Really smart, Could do anything if she 
applied herself, Very caring, Anytime 
anyone needs anything she is there 
for them, Very generous, Very funny, 
Definitely has a strong loving family, 
Family supports her, Dad loves her, 
Parents not taking responsibility for her 
choices anymore, She is willing to take 
responsibility for her life.

A slight but important variation is 
employed when children and teens partici-
pate in a reentry circle. In such situations, 
the facilitator tells the group: “The children 
here are strengths to [name of person having 
circle] so we will list all their strengths before 
we consider [name of person having circle] 
other strengths.” It is often the first time that 
the child or young person experiences others 
identifying their strengths and saying posi-
tive things about them, which can be deeply 
inspiring. Many get emotional when they hear 
their strengths said aloud; others cry as they 
name the child or teen’s strengths.

Making Amends: Circle’s 
Reconciliation Phase 
Once strengths have been recognized, the 
facilitator transitions the discussion to rec-
onciliation and identifying what is needed 
to heal harm. The facilitator usually says 
something along the lines of, “As Cher’s father 
mentioned she is willingly taking responsibility 
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for her life. She is having this circle because she 
is responsible and accountable, which brings us 
to the reconciliation stage of the circle.” 

Reentry circles apply Howard Zehr’s restor-
ative justice principles. First, Zehr believes 
that restorative justice and its practices must 
be guided by the values of respect, responsibil-
ity, and relationship (van Wormer & Walker, 
2013). Second, he believes it is the nature of a 
practice that makes it restorative. 

Zehr (2002) advises:

Ultimately, restorative justice boils 
down to a set of questions, which we 
need to ask when a wrong occurs. 
These guiding questions are, in fact, 
the essence of restorative justice. 

Guiding Questions of Restorative 
Justice

1. Who has been hurt?
2. What are their needs?
3. Whose obligations are these?
4. Who has a stake in this situation?
5. What is the appropriate process

to involve stakeholders in an effort to 
make things right? (p. 58, emphasis 
added)

The reconciliation stage of the reentry 
circle process asks three questions based on 
Zehr’s principles: Who was affected by any 
wrongdoing and/or incarceration? How were 
they affected? What could be done to repair 
the harm? Circle participants reflect on and 
openly discuss these questions. The discus-
sion helps everyone understand each other’s 
perceptions and experiences, which can in 
turn create empathy, understanding, healing, 
and transformation. 

Starting with the individual first, the facil-
itator asked Cher, “Who was affected by 
your past behavior and imprisonment?” She 
replied that her parents, the community at 
large, and she had been affected. After Cher 
explained, from her viewpoint, how each of 
these groups were affected, her parents were 
asked about how Cher’s behavior and incar-
ceration affected them. As her parents spoke, 
Cher listened intensely with tears welling in 
her eyes. Her mother also became teary-eyed. 
Her brother’s responses about how he was 
affected were read from the sheets in an empty 
chair symbolizing his presence. His comments 
too made Cher cry. 

After her parents and brother identi-
fied what Cher could do to help repair the 
harm they suffered, the facilitator asked 
Cher whether she could do what her family 

asked. Mostly, they wanted her to stay clean 
and sober, and she readily agreed to this. 
The facilitator followed up by using the 
solution-focused approach and asked Cher: 
“What gives you hope you can stay clean 
and sober?” Cher replied that one way she 
believed she could stay clean would be to 
“stay away from people who use drugs.” The 
facilitator followed up by asking Cher a scal-
ing question, a technique common in the 
solution-focused approach:

F: I want to ask you a question on how you 
are committed to staying clean. On a scale of 
ten to one, where ten is one hundred percent 
you’ll do it, and one is about ten percent sure 
you’ll stay clean, what number do you hon-
estly believe your motivation is as you sit here 
today? 

C: In all honesty I am about an eight.
F: Wow, an eight! That’s great, what makes 

you an eight?
C: Well, I feel so much better clean, I don’t 

want to go back to that life. 
F: What else makes you an eight?
C: I’m in a drug treatment learning a lot of 

new tools.
F: What kind of tools are you learning?
C: One thing is to stay around positive 

people.
F: Oh great, so what makes a person posi-

tive, Cher?
C: They don’t do drugs, are trying to 

better themselves, aren’t all negative about 
everything.

F: Ok great, so if we do the scale again, one 
to ten, say you see some cool person, but one 
who is not so positive compared to a person 
who maybe isn’t quite so cool, but not doing 
drugs, what number would you give yourself 
on the scale for hanging out with the less cool 
non-drug user person?

C: I am doing that right now and hanging 
around the positive people so I am a ten.

F: Wow great! You are a hundred percent 
sure you will be around positive people. 
Where do you get that willingness to be 
around positive people?

C: I am sick and tired of the old life I had, 
and I gotta do this for my family too. I can’t let 
them down again.

As demonstrated by dialogue between the 
facilitator and Cher, scaling questions can 
be asked more than once to assist the indi-
vidual in clarifying goals and concrete steps to 
achieve those goals.

Identifying Goals and Addressing 
Other Needs for Successful Life
In addition to reconciliation and making 
amends with her loved ones and the com-
munity at large, Cher’s goals and basic needs 
necessary for her transition back into the com-
munity were also addressed at the circle. Needs 
such as housing, employment, transportation, 
identification, physical and emotional health, 
education, leisure time use, and any other 
unique needs, e.g., divorce, immigration sta-
tus, dealing with outstanding traffic tickets, 
etc., are discussed and planned for during the 
circle process (Walker & Greening, 2013). 

Feedback Since Implementation 
of the RJ Circle Pilot Program
Sydney Fleming, a United States probation 
officer in the District of Hawaii, attended 
the two-day facilitator training and, a few 
years later, was the facilitator for a circle. Ms. 
Fleming finds the RJ Circle Pilot Program to 
be valuable: 

I just think the circle is so powerful 
for all of those involved. It really helps 
bridge the gap between the client and 
his/her family members and loved ones. 
It is a non-judgmental environment 
that allows for those difficult conversa-
tions centering around so much hurt 
and loss and raw emotions (on behalf 
of all parties). It truly facilitates healing 
and creates a pathway for all parties 
to move forward in life with clear, tar-
geted goals; accountability; and support 
(Personal communication with Lorenn 
Walker September 24, 2019).

Shawn Manini, Reentry Affairs 
Coordinator at FDC believes the value of the 
reentry circles include: 

In my opinion, these circles help our 
inmates in several ways. First, they help 
our inmates with taking responsibility 
for their actions. Many inmates end up 
in prison without truly taking an honest 
inventory of who they are, where they 
come from, and how they contributed 
to the consequences they face with 
incarceration. [Reentry Circles] RCs 
provide a supportive environment in 
which inmates can learn from their 
mistakes and begin to make amends 
with their past. 

Second, RCs help inmates prepare 
for their term of incarceration. By 
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gathering available family members and 
community partners, inmates realize 
the importance of having a strong sup-
port system. This support team gives 
inmates the assurance that they will be 
there when the inmate is released. Thus, 
alleviating much of the distress inmates 
encounter when faced with doing time 
in prison. 

Finally, RJCs provide inmates 
with hope.  By constantly review-
ing/revising their RC release plan 
while incarcerated, inmates feel 
more  confident as their release date 
approaches.  Connections  with family 
members and  other  healthy support 
systems are maintained, thus providing 
inmates with hope for a more successful 
future after prison.

In preparing this article, the authors asked 
Cher to share her opinion about the RJ Circle 
Pilot Project:  

I wish everyone in prison could 
have a circle.  Most people in prison 
don’t have good relationships with their 
families. And a circle is a chance for 
them to make amends and rebuild 
their relationships. Even if someone 
only wants a circle for selfish reasons 
like looking good to the judge or want-
ing a lunch with their family, during 
the circle they will learn something 
that can help them. The circle helps 
them understand how their behavior 
affects the people they love (Personal 
correspondence with Lorenn Walker 
September 1, 2019).

After each circle ends, surveys are com-
pleted by all participants regarding their
experiences. The District of Hawaii is compil-
ing the survey results and plans to compare
these results with the post-incarceration out-
comes of each person who completed a circle 
before being incarcerated to document the
effect, if any, on recidivism and successful
supervised release completion.

Theoretical Basis of the 
Reentry Circle Process
Public Health Approach
The reentry circle process is based on public 
health learning principles established by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) in 1954. 
(Walker & Greening, 2008). Research con-
ducted by WHO observed that: “All through 

their life-span, individuals can learn and 
change their behavior to ways more satis-
factory to themselves” (1954, p. 8). WHO 
describes learning as an “active process” (p. 9); 
that an individual’s motivation to learn arises 
from her or his “goals and interests”; that each 
individual has a unique background and expe-
riences that should be acknowledged; that the 
“group” is an important element for learning; 
that “real life experiences and understanding” 
is a more effective vehicle for learning than 
“academic discussions or lectures” (p. 10); and 
that the individual must have visible paths and 
personal goals: 

A person will change his behaviour 
in a prescribed manner, i.e., learn, only 
when he understands what to do, and 
when he sees the action as a means to 
an end which he himself desires (p. 11).

Solution-focused and 
Restorative Approach
The circles apply restorative justice and solu-
tion-focused approaches for individuals to 
direct their own reentry planning (Walker & 
Greening, 2013). “Strengths-based or restor-
ative approaches ask not what a person’s 
deficits are, but rather what positive contribu-
tion the person can make” (Maruna & LeBel, 
2003, p. 97). The solution-focused approach is 
an evidence-based practice shown to increase 
positive behavioral changes for successful 
reentry (Pettus-Davis et al., 2019). The indi-
vidual drives the reentry planning process 
rather than a professional, e.g., case manager. 
He or she decides what goals are important 
and what is the best course for his or her life. 

Social Cognitive Theory
Albert Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1999) 
supports the reentry circle process. “In social 
cognitive theory, people are agentic opera-
tors in their life course not just onlooking 
hosts of internal mechanisms orchestrated 
by environmental events” (p. 156). An indi-
vidual exercising human agency is one who 
is “consciously producing given experiences” 
(p. 155). This is especially important for 
individuals (such as those who are or were 
incarcerated) learning new behavioral, cogni-
tive, and emotional skills to help them desist 
from criminality. The circles give an indi-
vidual the opportunity to articulate a new life 
course with her or his support group. Albert 
Bandura is aware of the reentry planning 
model and has said he was “impressed” with 

the approach (A. Bandura, personal commu-
nication February 6, 2020).

Desistance Theory
The value of being able to choose one’s new life 
course has been shown to be vital to resisting 
crime and substance abuse (Maruna, 2008). 
The circle itself can be transformative by facil-
itating an individual and his or her loved ones 
to acknowledge and make amends for past 
harm, and to articulate behavioral changes. 
Doris MacKenzie (2006) found that individu-
als must transform their thinking if they are 
to desist from crime and live law-abiding lives. 
The circle provides the opportunity for trans-
formed thinking. Cher, for instance, reported 
that she valued her circle experience because 
she learned that: “I had so many strengths. . . . 
I really appreciate the impact [the circle] made 
on my life” (Cher’s survey completed after her 
2015 circle).

“Learning to Plan, Planning to Learn”
The importance of incarcerated individuals 
making plans specifically addressing how 
they will reenter the community is appar-
ent from the late planning expert Donald N. 
Michael’s 1973 book titled: Learning to Plan 
and Planning to Learn: The Social Psychology 
of Changing Toward Future-Responsive Societal 
Learning.** Planning is a survival endeavor. 
Michael states:

Social survival requires that we give 
self-conscious, systematic, reiterative 
attention to “learning” about where 
we want to go, how we might try get-
ting there, what getting there means, 
and whether we still want to get there 
(emphasis in the original) (1997, p. 2).

Planning is a necessary skill for effective 
problem solving and essential for human cog-
nitive development (Sternberg & Sternberg, 
2012). It is especially beneficial for people 
who are involved with the justice system. As 
Howard Zehr states: “Many people believe 
that things happen to them rather than that 
they control their future” (Zehr, 1995, p. 54). 
Self-efficacy is one’s belief in his or her ability 
to succeed in specific situations or accomplish 
a task (Bandura, 1982). The circles help people 
increase self-efficacy to see that they can 
make decisions to improve their lives. Circle 
discussions assist individuals with focusing on 

** The book’s title was shortened to simply Learning 
to Plan—and Planning to Learn in 1997.
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identifying their goals and developing plans 
for successful and positive outcomes. As a 
result, individuals understand that they have 
the power to make positive choices, rather 
than be resigned to fate and repeating failure. 

Evidence-Based Outcomes 
from Reentry Circles
An independent evaluation of quantitative 
research results, controlled for self-selection, 
demonstrates that the reentry circle process 
also helps to reduce recidivism (Walker & 
Davidson, 2018). Controlling for self-selection 
is important when researching restorative jus-
tice (RJ) interventions. Because RJ is always a 
voluntary process, there is a risk for positive 
outcomes from RJ interventions simply to 
reflect the bias of those who choose RJ because 
they are predisposed to being responsible 
and accountable for their harmful behav-
ior (Government of Canada Department of 
Justice, 2018). In the evaluation conducted by 
Walker and Davidson, however, self-selection 
bias was accounted for by comparing a test 
group (individuals who wanted and received a 
circle) with a control group (individuals who 
wanted, but did not receive, a circle because 
most had been released from prison before a 
circle could be provided). The test group had 
a significantly lower recidivism rate than the 
control group. Currently, HFRJ is conducting 
research examining the economic costs and 
benefits of providing the circles. The research 
results are expected to be complete by 2020. 

Participating in circles can result in posi-
tive outcomes for more than the incarcerated 
individual. Having a parent incarcerated is a 
well-documented disruptive life experience 
and an adverse childhood event that has far-
reaching consequences, including heightened 
risk for poor physical and mental health into 
adulthood (Gjelsvik et al., 2014). Children and 
youth whose parents had reentry circles have 
been studied (Walker, Tarutani, & McKibben, 
2013). After an incarcerated parent par-
ticipates in a circle, their children report 
increased optimism and less rumination from 
the trauma of losing a parent to prison. This 
remained true even in cases where the child 
or youth did not participate in the circle with 
the parent.

To date, HFRJ has provided 168 circles 
for men and women and for 10 incarcerated 
juveniles.*** Most circles were held in Hawaii, 
but the model has been replicated in whole 

or part in other states and countries. Around 
a dozen circles have been provided by HFRJ 
in New York, California, Washington, D.C., 
North Carolina, Vermont, Japan, Finland, and 
Brazil. HFRJ also consulted with programs 
in Hungary and France, and provided train-
ing in Nepal and Spain. In September 2019, 
HFRJ trained a group of Maori restorative 
justice facilitators who traveled to Honolulu 
to enable them to provide reentry circles in 
New Zealand. 

For each HFRJ-facilitated circle, written 
surveys are given to and completed by the 
participants immediately after the circle is 
held. To date, 749 reentry circle participants 
have completed surveys which asked for their 
opinions of the process. All but one (99.37 
percent of the total participants) reported that 
the process was a positive experience. The one 
participant reported that it was a neutral, not 
positive, experience.

Conclusion
Reentry circles offer an encouraging pro-
cess for individual human agency, which 
opens the way to transformative experi-
ences for an incarcerated or justice-involved 
person. These circles promote healing for 
an individual’s loved ones. Including circles 
as part of an ongoing strategy (whether as 
part of a diversion program, in preparation 
for incarceration, or at the commencement 
of supervision) will enhance the individu-
al’s self-efficacy. The circles are a proactive 
approach for successfully reentering the com-
munity and for making time served in prison 
more productive. The research demonstrates 
that circles are powerful tools to reduce 
recidivism (Walker & Davidson, 2018) and 
for providing healing opportunities for chil-
dren (Walker, Tarutani, & McKibben, 2013). 
For the District of Hawaii, the RJ Circle Pilot 
Program has resulted in initial benefits that 
far exceed its costs. The authors recommend 
implementation of a reentry circle program to 
other federal district courts.
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