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Restorative Justice:  
Engaging Communities 

 by Marina Sideris

ustice is inherently local. In Maine, 
we recognize the importance of lo-
cal control when we require that 

the members of a jury be “of the vicini-
ty,” comprised of the accused’s “peers.”1 
Bound by the baseline protections of our 
state and federal constitu-
tions, community norms 
and culture influence how 
justice	 is	 “done.”	 When	
a crime is committed or 
someone hurts someone 
else, discretionary, lo-
cal actors make choices: 
police decide how to re-
spond, and whether to 
arrest or charge someone; 
district attorneys decide 
whether to prosecute and 
argue for what they think 
the proper punishment 
should be; and jurors 
“of the vicinity” define 
what constitutes “proof 
beyond a reasonable 
doubt.”  

Yet, many people 
are completely detached 
from how justice is done 
in their own commu-
nities. They may never 
have set foot in a court-
room. And because of the labyrinth of 
rules and procedures we create to order 
our justice processes, not to mention the 
sometimes obtuse way we draft our laws 
and statutes, justice is highly profession-
alized. People speak through profession-
als (attorneys), to professionals (judg-
es). These realities help to explain why, 
despite the emphasis on local control, 
a typical local person nonetheless feels 

J disoriented and disempowered when 
she comes into contact with the justice 
system in her community.  

Restorative justice (RJ) offers tre-
mendous opportunities to honor our 
long-held value for local control of jus-
tice. A core principle of restorative jus-

tice is the direct participation of stake-
holders in decisions involving them.2 
Restorative justice practice may include 
not only those directly involved in a 
criminal or harmful act (i.e., victims and 
offenders), but also those indirectly in-
volved in or impacted by what occurred. 
Through the participation and involve-
ment of stakeholders, restorative justice 
encourages accountability amongst in-
dividual offenders, and allows victims to 

make sense of why crimes occurred, an 
essential step towards regaining a sense 
of control, predictability and safety in 
their lives.  

Restorative justice also has the po-
tential to encourage accountability at 
a	broader	community	 level.	To	accom-

plish this, programs must 
be characterized by local 
community control.3 
Pressing for a stronger 
role for community in 
restorative justice pro-
cess, Paul McCold, an 
early researcher in the 
field, has argued that 
more should be expected 
of the community than 
volunteer participation 
of individual citizens 
and the involvement of 
individual victims and 
offenders.4 Instead, com-
munities must be em-
powered to control their 
own conflicts and crim-
inal justice processes. In 
doing so, communities 
can attribute meaning to 
crime—understand why 
crime occurs, see the hu-
man dimension of crime, 
and validate the loss of 

control, anger, and breach of peace that 
crime engenders. This kind of mean-
ing-making “helps to nurture the sense 
of community, thereby building re-
sponsible stewardship.”5 As one leading 
practitioner of RJ writes, the decision to 
respond to crime in a restorative, rather 
than punitive manner is a decision to 
accept mutual responsibility for the fact 
that crime exists in our communities.6 
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In other words, it is a decision to take 
control of the situation or circumstances 
that gave rise to crime, and collectively 
determine what the response should be. 

In our last article, we looked at the 
early years of Maine’s restorative justice 
movement.	During	 the	 late	 1990s,	 af-
ter years of urging by criminal justice 
reform advocates, the Department of 
Corrections embraced restorative jus-
tice as a departmental priority, and Gov. 
Angus King introduced legislation to 
implement RJ. These policy initiatives 
helped mobilize groups around the 
state to launch pilot programs. Yet, de-
spite strong beginnings, most programs 
closed	within	10	years.	When,	in	2007,	
the Department of Corrections en-
dorsed repeal of the originating statute, 
Associate Commissioner Barry Stoodley 
testified, “The Department of Correc-
tions believes that this process 
is most effective when ‘owned’ 
by the community.” Stoodley’s 
comment reinforces the impor-
tance of community ownership 
and control of restorative jus-
tice processes.  

In practice, the issue of 
community ownership gives 
rise to important questions 
about the relationship between 
A community and the state 
in	 the	 operation	 of	 JUSTICE	
PROGRAMS. It also raises 
questions about how “com-
munity” or ”local” is defined. 
These questions do not have easy or sin-
gular answers. This article, the third in a 
four-part series, will look at a new strat-
egy for supporting Maine communities 
who want to use restorative justice.  

Following Communities’ Lead 

As more and more people learn about 
restorative justice, pockets of interest are 
springing up in communities around 
Maine. In some cases, the seed of interest 
begins with just one person—a “cheer-
leader”—who is passionate about bringing 
restorative justice to his or her communi-
ty. In others, a community event has ral-
lied a larger group. Either way, initiative 
and drive at the community level is a key 
component for long-term sustainability of 
any restorative justice program. 

The Restorative Justice Project of the 
Mid-Coast, a well-established program 
based in Belfast, is a source of inspiration 
for other communities in Maine. The 
project has served hundreds of communi-
ty members through its restorative com-
munity conferencing, community reentry, 
and restorative school practices programs. 
From	 its	 inception,	 the	 Restorative	 Jus-
tice Project recognized the importance of 
community involvement. The Project uses 
trained community volunteers as co-facil-
itators of restorative conferences; as men-
tors who work with each offender; and 
as community observers who participate 
in conferences by sharing how harmful 
actions affect the larger community. The 
Project also draws on a network of com-
munity members who share their time, 
talents, and skills to support reintegration 
efforts with offenders.  

bilities not present in our existing justice 
system.  

In Biddeford, special education di-
rector	 Heidi	 O’Leary	 started	 looking	
for alternative approaches to addressing 
disciplinary and behavioral problems 
when	 she	 realized	 that	 17	 of	Biddeford’s	
students were incarcerated for the entire 
2013-14	school	year,	and	a	huge	number	
of students were on probation—so many 
that long lines of kids would form wait-
ing	 to	 meet	 with	 their	 probation	 officer	
at school. Heidi had noticed a marked in-
crease in drug-related and violent offenses 
among corrections-involved youth from 
the	time	she	began	her	job	in	2008.	And	
she saw a recurring pattern: a younger kid 
gets in trouble for something minor and 
winds up on probation; he violates proba-
tion by missing or misbehaving in school, 
and serves “shock” sentences, first a day or 

two, then a week or more; then 
he starts getting in trouble for 
more serious issues, like drugs 
or fighting, and winds up in 
detention long-term. Heidi 
began reading and research-
ing, and she found out about 
restorative justice, and how it 
was	being	used	in	Old	Orchard	
Beach by the Juvenile Commu-
nity Review Board there.  

At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 2014	
school year, Heidi organized a 
community forum in the high 
school	library.	At	least	85	peo-
ple attended, including many 

school district employees and families, as 
well as the mayor, district attorney, and 
corrections	officials.	She	laid	out	the	facts.	
Then she asked people to consider look-
ing at restorative justice as an alternative 
way of working together and intervening 
in young people’s lives that might break 
the cycle of probation, incarceration and 
recidivism. The forum sparked many peo-
ple’s interest, but then summer break came 
along. Heidi needed some guidance about 
where to go next. At this point, someone 
from	the	Old	Orchard	Beach	group	told	
her	 about	 RJIM,	 and	 she	 called.	 “Once	
[RJIM director of operations Ryun An-
derson] and I began talking, the picture 
became a lot clearer. Then we got a big 
group together this past fall, and then we 
just kept going. The high school really 
took off with it because they saw such a 

In response to the increasing interest 
in restorative justice throughout Maine, 
the Restorative Justice Institute of Maine 
(RJIM) was recently formed to support 
and facilitate other communities around 
the state in launching their own restorative 
justice	programs.	Today,	 strong,	 commu-
nity-led restorative justice initiatives are in 
the	works	 in	more	 than	10	communities	
around the state. These communities are 
using a framework for planning, capac-
ity-building and implementation that 
allows for flexibility and local control of 
program	design.	With	this	framework,	de-
veloped by RJIM and called community 
justice collaboratives, communities are 
seeking new ways to involve a multitude 
of	voices	 in	 the	 justice	process.	For	 these	
collaboratives, restorative justice is a tool 
that creates new opportunities and possi-
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need for it.”  
RJIM supports community initiatives 

like Biddeford’s by guiding a community 
in a process of planning and implement-
ing a restorative justice program. The pro-
cess is designed to both meet immediate 
needs and help communities plan for 
long-term	 sustainability.	 To	 begin,	 com-
munity leaders and RJIM bring a wide 
spectrum of participants from different 
institutions and sectors together to form 
a Community Justice Collaborative (CJC) 
like the one formed in Biddeford last fall. 
The CJC framework is intentionally flexi-
ble to allow each community to design its 
own program according to local needs, re-
sources and culture. Each CJC has at least 
two workgroups implementing plans: one 
dedicated to youth who have committed 
offenses that could be charged as juvenile 
crimes, and one dedicated to restorative 
practices in another context, such as a 
school or community-based organization. 
The role of RJIM is to support the CJC, 
but not to own it; the goal is that RJIM 
will be able to step back in a few years, 
and the community will be prepared at 
that point to hold the project going for-
ward.	To	move	 towards	 this	goal	of	 local	
ownership, RJIM works with each com-
munity to build local capacity and infra-
structure, gradually reducing reliance on 
RJIM. Initially, however, RJIM provides 
direct services to help communities meet 
immediate needs.   

 
Meeting Immediate Needs While 
Building Capacity  

A community’s need for restorative 
justice alternatives is often urgent, and 
therefore the energy to get something 
done	can	be	powerful.	To	harness	and	re-
spond to this urgency, CJCs initially meet 
biweekly or monthly with a goal of getting 
to	action	after	5	meetings.	 If	 this	 sounds	
like a quick transition from planning to 
implementation, it is—but the planning 
and fine-tuning do not stop there, and in-
stead continue on an ongoing basis.  

To	help	communities	respond	to	im-
mediate challenges or crises, RJIM real-
ized that one of the communities’ greatest 
needs was infrastructure—now! The infra-
structure necessary to support an emerg-
ing restorative justice program rarely exists 
in a community at the outset. Moreover, 
community members enthusiastically en-

gaged in the process of envisioning and 
planning a program may not readily know 
what such infrastructure should look like. 
RJIM realized that this was a place where 

building the capacity of communities to 
operate their own programs. 

RJIM’s practitioner training program 
is deliberate and intensive. RJIM employs 
“coaches” across the state who are experi-
enced facilitators. Coaches move between 
communities as needed, providing direct 
service on an interim basis while work-
ing with each CJC to mentor, or coach, 
around	 5	 local	 facilitators.	The	 coaching	
process takes approximately six months, 
and includes observing and shadowing the 
coach, participating in all the preparatory 
meetings with individual restorative jus-
tice participants, co-facilitating in a sup-
porting role, and finally co-facilitating in 
a leading role. Throughout the coaching 
period, the trainee frequently meets one-
on-one with the coach to get feedback, ask 
questions, and reflect on the work. In ad-
dition, facilitators-in-training and coaches 
hold circles of practice, where they meet 
together in a group to share experienc-
es and challenges and offer insights and 
support. Circles of practice are a great 
opportunity for skill development, knowl-
edge-sharing, and networking. 

Another level of needed infrastruc-
ture is administrative support. Restorative 
justice programs operate most smoothly 
when there is a local point person who 
manages case referrals and organizes the 
logistics of whatever restorative process 
will take place. Here again, RJIM pro-
vides these administrative services on a 
short-term basis for emerging community 
programs, then supports a member of the 
CJC in taking over this role. Ultimately, 
RJIM hires a member of each CJC as a 
part-time community liaison who can 
integrate the work for the CJC into his 
or	 her	 existing	 position.	 For	 example,	 in	
Biddeford, the community liaison is a 
social	 worker	with	Opportunity	 Alliance	
who is contracted by the school district. 
In that role, she was in the habit of attend-
ing juvenile court proceedings each week, 
so she had strong working relationships 
with	both	corrections	and	school	officials.	
When	Biddeford’s	 restorative	 justice	pro-
gram first began accepting cases, referrals 
went through RJIM. Now they are han-
dled directly by the social worker. Similar 
to the facilitators’ circles of practice, all 
RJIM liaisons meet monthly as a team, 
giving them opportunities to brainstorm, 
problem-solve and share. 

 A final area of crucial infrastructure 

phase. At the same time, RJIM works with 
CJCs to identify local agencies who can 
host and administer the new programs, 
and supports those agencies in building 
policies, procedures and restorative values 
and practices in-house. These partnerships 
between RJIM and CJCs are critical to 

In response to the increasing 
interest in restorative justice 

throughout Maine, the Restor-
ative Justice Institute of Maine 

(RJIM) was recently formed 
to support and facilitate other 
communities around the state 
in launching their own restor-
ative justice programs. Today, 

strong, community-led re-
storative justice initiatives are 
in the works in more than 10 

communities around the state.

[C]ommunities must be em-
powered to control their own 
conflicts and criminal justice 

processes. In doing so, commu-
nities can attribute meaning 
to crime—understand why 

crime occurs, see the human 
dimension of crime, and vali-
date the loss of control, anger, 
and breach of peace that crime 
engenders. This kind of mean-
ing-making “helps to nurture 

the sense of community,  
thereby building responsible 

stewardship.

expertise and strategy as a statewide in-
stitution could be very helpful to local 
efforts. RJIM could help communities 
build local infrastructure, and then step 
back	and	play	a	supporting	role.	To	do	so,	
RJIM hires, trains and coaches local practi-
tioners while administering programming 
itself on an interim basis during the pilot 
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support that RJIM provides is to supply 
the policies, forms, training materials and 
scripts for new programs to use. This is 
important	 for	 a	 couple	 of	 reasons.	 First,	
so that each community does not rein-
vent the wheel creating the same types of 
documents and materials. Second, to draw 
on the in-house expertise of RJIM. In this 
way, the Institute sets consistent and high 
standards of practice for new programs.  

 
Learning by Doing

A hallmark of RJIM’s work is that it 
uses an emergent learning approach. This 
approach undergirds both how RJIM 
works with CJCs and how it operates inter-
nally. Emergent learning is about building 
a learning process into work that’s already 
being done. In an emergent learning or-
ganization, action, reflection and planning 
are engaged in cyclically and continuously. 
An emergent learning process begins with 
action, which may be for the purpose of 
engaging the community, modeling a new 
program, experiential learning, and/or 
meeting immediate needs. A group then 
takes time to reflect on the action that was 
taken, compare outcomes achieved to out-
comes hoped for, and develop insights to 
guide future action. A crucial part of the 
reflection process is taking time to connect 
those insights to personal and group expe-
rience,	values,	and	ideas.	Finally,	the	group	
plans for future action based on what they 
learned through experience and reflection.  

Emergent learning and restorative 
justice share values and characteristics. 
Restorative justice can actually be under-
stood as an emergent learning process. 
Participants in a restorative justice circle 
take action to identify and address harm 
that was done, reflect on who was harmed 
and how, and connect personal behavior 
and the experiences of others to concep-
tions of who they want to be as individ-
uals, and as a community. Then, the par-
ticipants use this learning to make a plan 
together to repair the harm that was done 
to the greatest extent possible and mini-
mize the possibility of repeating the harm.  

One	reason	RJIM	promotes	an	emer-
gent learning approach is to create a pro-
cess that allows local strategies to evolve 
over time, as circumstances and needs 
change. Emergent learning can help peo-
ple be comfortable with not knowing 
the absolute right path or way of operat-

ing. By creating a process for generating 
know-how through acting, reflecting and 
planning, people can be more open to not 
knowing, and less fearful of the unknown. 
This allows communities to develop the 
strategies and expertise they need over 
time, facilitating strong local ownership of 
restorative justice programs.  

People sometimes speak of the “silo 
effect” when referring to a lack of infor-
mation flowing between groups, organi-
zations or institutions that might benefit 
from working together. CJCs proactively 
counter the silo effect. Community mem-
bers who previously did not understand 
each other’s roles start working together 
in new ways, and can look for new solu-
tions to challenging problems. Many 
people have voice in these new justice 
processes, and knowledge and power are 
shared among local stakeholders, not just 
professionals or experts7. The CJCs can 
also give communities new channels to 
advise institutions, which can be slow to 
change. In just the past two years, CJCs 
have gotten underway in Augusta, Bangor, 
Biddeford,	Brunswick,	Lewiston	and	Ox-
ford, and several other communities, in-
cluding Portland, Presque Isle, and Long 
Creek Youth Development Center are in 
development. The forthcoming and final 
article in this series will look at the oppor-
tunities and challenges that may lie ahead 
as Maine’s restorative justice movement 
spreads and grows statewide. 
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