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oday in corrections, there is a

tremendous amount of focus

on offender re-entry. Within a

short time span, a national
dialogue has emerged that calls for a
major re-examination of how correc-
tional systems prepare offenders to
return home as productive, crime-free
citizens. An ever-growing number of
publications is now available illustrat-
ing the public safety issues embedded
in the return of hundreds of thousands
of offenders each year to cities and
neighborhoods nationwide.! These
reports highlight the very substantial
difficulties newly released offenders
confront in resuming work, reuniting
with families and coping with the
demands of everyday living. They also
demonstrate that, at a time when
inmate reintegration represents a
pressing issue for correctional admin-
istrators, too many offenders are
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re-entering society ill-equipped, ill-pre-
pared and with only limited support to
successfully make this transition.

Ohio, like many states, has
embraced the myriad challenges asso-
ciated with re-entry. Last year, the
Department of Rehabilitation and Cor-
rection (DRC) issued a comprehensive
report, The Ohio Plan for Productive
Offender Reentry and Recidivism Reduc-
tion. DRC has adopted a new vision
and mission governing offender re-
entry and at the core of DRC’s
approach is the notion that re-entry is
a philosophy, not a program. Under
the plan, re-entry calls for a broad sys-
tems approach to managing offenders
returning to the community. It
requires the involvement of every
phase of the correctional system
beginning at reception, and continuing
through to release and community
supervision. It expresses a strong
commitment to answering the ques-
tion: What is needed to prepare this
offender for successful re-entry? This
commitment is summarized succinctly
in the slogan, “Re-entry means going
home to stay.”

One of the key assumptions behind
the Ohio plan is the recognition that
community partnerships and collabo-
ration are essential to ensuring suc-
cessful offender reintegration. It is not
possible for any correctional system
acting alone to create effective and
durable pathways to re-entry. The
links and connections that are forged
with key stakeholders and individuals
in the communities to which offenders
return carry the potential to reinforce
and sustain the reintegration prospects
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of ex-inmates. The active participation
of citizens, as well as local agencies
and groups with an interest in public
safety, serves to augment the limited
operational capacity of the correction-
al system.

DRC has long embraced community
justice as a framework governing cor-
rectional practices in its institutions
and parole regions. A community jus-
tice cabinet was created in 1997 to
improve citizen satisfaction and pro-
vide guidance through the participa-
tion of victims, the community and
offenders in the process. In addition,
the Adult Parole Authority has estab-
lished community policing partner-
ships in several areas of the state. One
of the department’s major new initia-
tives under the Ohio plan that speaks
directly to the importance of citizen
involvement and community collabo-
ration is the development of citizens’
circles.

Citizens’ Circles
Development

Community members are often
resistant to the idea of offenders living
in their neighborhoods. As a result,
offenders return to their neighbor-
hoods with little or no support from
local citizens. The public often relies
on the justice system to supervise and
monitor released offenders rather
than taking an active role in the reinte-
gration process. Yet, community sup-
port is vital for offenders leaving
prison. Ex-inmates who make positive
life changes while incarcerated but



return to environments without guid-
ance and support frequently resume
old behavioral patterns that lead to
new crimes. Offenders who feel
accepted by their community and
believe they are valued are less likely
to re-offend. The formation of a citi-
zens’ circle contributes to this
process. Within Ohio’s plan, citizens’
circles are community justice partner-
ships forged between the Ohio DRC
and communities within the state that
promote prosocial interaction and
offender accountability upon release.

A citizens’ circle attempts to
address the root causes contributing
to offenders’ commission of crimes,
encourage local ownership of and
solutions from the community itself,
and achieve agreement on the respon-
sibilities of offenders upon release.
The process is based on peacekeep-
ing, negotiation and consensus-build-
ing among the parties involved that,
according to the Department of Jus-
tice, draws from the principles of the
Justice/Sentencing Circles established
in Minnesota and Vermont. Communi-
ty expectations are conveyed to
offenders who work with circle mem-
bers to reach agreement on the final
outcomes to be accomplished through
their participation. In essence, citi-
zens’ circles embrace local citizens
and community agencies, alongside
DRC, in decision-making and case
management relative to offender reha-
bilitation and re-entry.

Citizens’ Circles
In Operation

Offenders enter the circle on their
own free will to seek restored citizen-
ship. The circle reviews applications
for membership from offenders who
are incarcerated, those currently
under community supervision, and
from halfway houses or community-
based correctional facilities. Prior to
offenders attending their first meeting,
circle coordinators conduct an in-
depth interview with them. The infor-
mation disclosed is verified before
presenting the application to the
entire circle membership. Circle coor-
dinators are individuals drawn from
parole or institution staff, most often
supervision officers, case managers or
treatment counselors.
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membership.

Circle members may accept offend-
ers based on the following criteria:

® The circle application process
has been completed.

e Responsibility has been accept-
ed for the commission of the
crime and the harm resulting
from the offense.

¢ A plan of reconciliation has been
developed.

e There is an expressed willing-
ness to accept agreed upon cir-
cle recommendations.

e There is a commitment to take
part in community service.

e There is a clear willingness to
set goals focused on law-abiding
and productive community
behavior.

The acceptance of an offender into
a circle, however, is not solely based
on these criteria. The circle members
can arrange a face-to-face interview to
ask specific questions or to clarify
information on the application. Once
offenders have met with the circle
members, nonapplication-based fac-
tors (e.g., if offenders are viewed as

insincere and/or untruthful) may be a
cause for rejection. Once accepted,
offenders must communicate their
strengths, weaknesses and needs to
the circle to ensure that viable circle
accountability plans may be negotiat-
ed and developed with the members.
Circle accountability plans are formed
in concert with parole supervision
guidelines and may address:

¢ Job seeking;

e Education;

e Family issues;

e Mental health;

e Substance abuse;

e Attitude;

Social interactions;
Community service;
Housing assistance;
Spiritual needs; and
Designation of a community
Sponsor.

The circle members meet on a reg-
ular basis to discuss offender
progress, review and modify their
accountability plans, interview new
applicants, admit new members and
discharge successful or unsuccessful




offenders. Circles involve the offender,
their support systems, victim advoca-
cy groups and community members.
Citizens’ circles offer a powerful
forum for community collaboration by
providing an opportunity for citizens
to communicate their expectations for
successful re-entry. They also help
offenders recognize the harm their
criminal behavior has caused others,
especially their victims, and develop a
viable plan of action to promote
responsible citizenship. Circle mem-
bers inform offenders that society is
willing to accept them as restored
members and believes that they have
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role as DRC moves forward under the
Ohio plan to create stronger links with
community partners that support re-
entry. Since the inception of the first
circles in several communities in
north central Ohio, they have been, or
are in the process of being, implement-
ed in each of the seven parole regions
in the state. DRC envisions that citi-
zens’ circles will eventually become a
presence in every major city through-
out Ohio. In the larger metropolitan
areas, citizens’ circles will target cer-
tain neighborhoods and areas to
which significant concentrations of
offenders return.

Parole officers in Ohio, as else-
where, are currently faced with large
workloads and fewer programmatic
options from which to draw. These
conditions present a challenge to field
staff and correctional administrators
to find new models for effectively
supervising offenders in the com-
munity. Citizens’ circles present an
innovative approach to involving the
community in effective community-
based offender supervision. They
enhance offender supervision by

securing citizen involvement in offend-
er case management. Through hands-
on contact with offenders, community
members become more active in re-
entry and develop an increased knowl-
edge of the correctional system. They
also develop a better understanding of
the correctional process and the
issues offenders face as they transition
from prison to the community. Offend-
ers themselves develop a more posi-
tive attitude as they return to their
communities and are provided oppor-
tunities to give back and to become
productive members of the communi-
ty.

As the expansion of citizens’ circles
continues, and the lessons that are
learned are factored into improve-
ments in the process, community safe-
ty will be strengthened. It is expected
that offenders participating in citizens’
circles compared with nonparticipants
will show reduced rates of re-offend-
ing, lower rates of unemployment,
higher completion rates for provider-
based programming and increased
compliance with supervision condi-
tions.

Conclusion

Under the Ohio plan, citizens’ cir-
cles are designed to address the multi-
tude of challenges that offenders face
upon their return to the community.
Such circles draw on the social capital
provided by linking a network of com-
munity-based partnerships with indi-
vidual citizens and local agencies that
have a direct stake in the outcomes
that are achieved. Citizens’ circles
seek to create and sustain collabora-
tive relationships that are able to
more effectively supervise offenders,
impose greater leverage and account-

ability over them, and contribute to
greater public safety in the process.
The operation of citizens’ circles
incorporates the greater operational
and resource capacities of local com-
munities in responding to the crime
problem. Ultimately, citizens’ circles
recognize that it takes a community to
successfully transition offenders
home.
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Citizens’ circles offer a powerful
forum for community collaboration by
providing an opportunity for citizens
to communicate their expectations for

successful re-entry.



