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WHAT IN-CIRCLE SOLUTIONS CAN DO FOR FAMILIES IN COURT 

What is a Restorative Circle? 

• 	 It is a way of gathering people as equals in a circle, based on many long-standing indigenous 
traditions from around the world, to explore and share, in an authentic and meaningful way that 
fosters safety, respect and good will. 

• 	 It can provide an opportunity to build relationships, deepen understanding, reconcile 
differences and determine together how to move forward in our lives and within our families. 

Why is it needed? 

• 	 The family court system is unable timely to meet the needs of many litigants. 

• 	 The circle process is particularly suited to family issues and challenges and helps those 

participating develop or rebuild healthy individual and family relationships. 


• 	 Participants are invited, where appropriate, to share the circle experience with children and 
other significant people to the family relationship, whether a traditional family member or not, 
and who may have some relationship to the parties, the issues (s), or may be able to support 
others in circle or have a role in proposed solutions. 

• 	 Children with the maturity and capacity to participate may never have had the opportunity to 
address both parents at the same time to share their thoughts, feelings and experience equally 
with both. 

How does it work? 

• 	 Meeting in a circle affirms the equality of all of the participants and their contributions. 

• 	 Participating in a circle is voluntary and whatever is shared is confidential. 

• 	 The values or guidelines to ensure respect are those the participants share and agree to at the 
beginning of a circle. 

• 	 A circle keeper helps keep the process respectful and inclusive for all participants and can 
support and guide the process as it develops and evolves. 

• 	 The conversation proceeds using a small object, called a talking piece. The person in possession 
of it may talk while the others have the privilege to listen and reflect. It ensures that everyone 
has an opportunity to speak and be heard without interruption. 

• 	 The participants may reach an agreement or understanding or may reach a temporary 

arrangement to "try out" and return to circle to modify, if they desire. 


• 	 The agreement may be shared with the court, if agreed, and may be incorporated in a court 
order. 

• 	 Regardless of result, at the completion of the circle, the parties are invited to return to make 
adjustments or address future issues or concerns rather than return to court. 

The "win" goes to the family Sitting in circle can be more The "family" is reduced to 
as a whole, and particularly to adversarial parties, usually only inclusive, affirms the equality of 

all partiCipants and allows them the children. parents. Only one party "wins," 
to work as a Single unit toward a but often all parties, including 
resolutionchildren and others not before the 

court, have lost something 
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Litigants speak to the court in a Participation is voluntary and Sharing openly without fear 
high-pressure public environment; everything is confidential unless often reveals key concerns 
one side may have an attorney parties agree otherwise; that have gone unaddressed, 
and the other not; the parties may openness and sharing of perhaps for years, and help 
be unequal in their speaking emotions are encouraged bring about a more 
effectiveness and, in addition, comprehensive resolution 
becoming emotional may be 
viewed as "bad for your case" 

If the parties need to schedule a A circle can be scheduled in far Time can be of the essence 
hearing for their issues, obtaining less time, once the parties have and the more quickly a 
one may take more time than the spoken with a circle keeper and successful result can be 
parties might like given the court's agreed to participating in the reached by the parties, the 
existing hearing schedules in other process better for the family unit and 
cases the children 

Participation is generally limited to Where appropriate, participation Broadened participation yields 
litigants and their attorneys a more cohesive and 

in the family dynamic such as 
is extended to other key players 

comprehensive understanding 
grandparents, step-parents, within the family and offers 
significant others and, most parents fresh perspectives. 
importantly, the children Children's participation is 

often key to a positive 
resolution 

The family is empowered to 
based on procedure and the 

A circle keeper guides the A judge controls the process 
collaborate, take ownership of 

issues legally before it, and will 
process as it evolves, without 

and be accountable to 
enter a decision based on what is 

the limitations which may bind a 
court and participants control solutions that work for them 

presented and determine their own 
outcome 

What are the benefits? 
• 	 The process encourages and strengthens families' abilities to problem solve, decision make and 

resolve on-going issues, thus increasing the families' sense of self-reliance, self determination 
and well-being. 

• 	 A stronger family, whether the parents live together or separately, better equips them to 
navigate or respond to the issues of poverty, violence and the possible continuous cycles of their 

effects. 
• 	 Disengaging families from the court system reduces the financial, emotional and physical costs 

to the families of having to attend and rely upon the court. 

• 	 The process, in shifting responsibility for decision-making, decreases on-going involvement with 
the court, freeing court time for other cases and parties. 
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Testimonials from Circle Participants: 

"Since the circle, our family has continued to be in circle ...." 


"I got more accomplished [in circle] than a year in court .... It's all about [our child]." 


"I believe this is a great program that a lot of families can benefit from. I have seen a great 

improvement in my situation and can only imagine how many other families have benefited from this 

program. My daughter and I have developed a stronger bond thanks to the circle meeting. . .. [The 

circle] helped both parents realize what we can do different and need to work on." 


"[I] wish we had been able to participate earlier .... [T]he damage done over the course of four years in 

court could have been avoided." 


I/[T]hings are going well. ... [T]he circle relieved a lot of tension, communication is better...." 


I/[The process was a] good opportunity for open communication, cleared up misunderstandings that 

were the root of many issues, communication has greatly improved." 


I/[I]t facilitates family. You get so wrapped up sometimes, you lose sight of the real point which is the 

child ... [T]his was a huge reminder of this and a reminder to be respectful." 


1/[1 t helped to diffuse a lot of issues and brought many issues to the forefront, especially given 

differences with how [we] parented and talked about one another to [our child].... [The circle] helped 

to foster mutual respect and that [we] could have one another's backs ...." 


I/[T]he program is awesome!" 


Testimonials from Judges: 


I/Some cases never had to come back to court. Many others came back only for issues that could not be 

handled in circle, such as child support modification." 


11 Almost all of the parties who opted for the circle process made a point of thanking the court for 

suggesting it and giving them the opportunity to elect to try it." 


"Those choosing to participate in a circle routinely reported far better communication and ability to talk 

about problems or even day-to-day issues that arose." 



