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Overview

Don’tOverlook.Me is a media initiative created by Emerson Col-
lege students in the course, ‘Participatory Research and Design,’ 
in collaboration with the City of Boston’s Office of Returning Citi-
zens. Through human-centered design research, storytelling, and 
facilitated activities, this project aims to reimagine the job resume 
as an opportunity to empower and humanize returning citizens.

The project aims to:
◊ Raise awareness of the challenges that returning citizens face 

when searching for jobs.
◊ Create a “resume-building” workshop that supports the full 

personhood of returning citizens.
◊ Share our research findings and community resources with 

wider audience.
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Mass Incarceration

The United States’ incarcerates 2.3 
million adults, by far the largest penal 
population in the world. With nearly 1 
out of every 100 adults in prison or jail, 
the U.S. rate of incarceration is 5 to 10 
times higher than the rates in Western 
Europe and other democracies. Most 
people locked away in prisons are large-
ly drawn from some of the most disad-
vantaged communities in the nation—in 
particular men under the age of 40 from 
low-income communities of color.1

 1 “The Growth of Incarceration in the United States” published by the National Research Council

 2 City of Boston’s Office of Returning Citizens website

 3 Boston Reentry Study: Finding Work After Prison from the Harvard Kennedy School, Rappaport Institute

Reentry after incarceration

◊ In the United States: Over 600,000 
men and women are released from 
prison each year in the U.S., with 
many returning to poor, inner city 
communities.2

◊ In Boston: More than 3,000 individuals 
return to Boston after being released 
from state, federal, and county facili-
ties each year.3

Returning Citizens

We refer to individuals who have lived 
through incarceration as “returning 
citizens,” adopting the moniker from 
the City of Boston’s Office of Return-
ing Citizens. We choose to use this 
term —instead of “formerly incarcerated 
person,” “ex-offender,” “ex-convict,” 
“ex-felon”—to reinforce our long-term 
goal of reducing stigma surrounding 
incarceration, as the framing “return-
ing citizen” de-centers the individual’s 
criminal history, thus creating space to 
move forward. Additionally, as students 
in an influential academic institution, it is 
important to not forget the rightful citi-
zenship of formerly incarcerated people, 
while acknowledging the legal and social 
barriers that they face upon reentry.

Problem Framing

4



Defining the “We”

This project was spearheaded by 16 students enrolled in Emerson 
College’s “Participatory Research and Design” course and profes-
sors Eric Gordon and Melissa Teng. Students come from diverse 
creative disciplines, including Theatre Education, Visual and Media 
Arts, Writing, Literature and Publishing, Business of Creative En-
terprises, and Marketing Communication. They all share a learning 
objective of understanding the role of design in society.

Students were separated into four teams to accomplish specific 
design-related tasks. Groups were separated by proficiency in 
certain topics and skills such as visual design and content creation, 
workshop facilitation, research and data collection, interviewing, 
and film production.

Value Statement

We believe that returning citizens deserve a second chance and 
that designing a tool to foster an easier employment process for 
returning citizens is necessary to combat the stigma and biases 
that employers and community members commonly possess.
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How might we help returning citizens change the narrative by de-
signing a resume that emphasizes their personhood and address-
es the unjust stigma that returning citizens face while seeking 
employment?

◊ Raise awareness of the challenges that returning citizens face 
when searching for jobs.

◊ Better understand the existing challenges returning citizens 
face when creating a resume.

◊ Better understand the desired representation of returning 
citizens to employers.

◊ Differentiate our strategy from existing projects and initiatives. 
◊ Highlight the positive work being done through Boston’s Office 

of Returning citizens.

Goals

◊ How can we convert research data and insights into a deliver-
able that builds empathy with our audience?

◊ What assumptions have we made throughout this process?
◊ How have we used our insight to dismantle our assumptions?
◊ Have we created a space where returning citizens can speak 

to their own experiences?
◊ How can these resources be used by returning citizens?
◊ How can we strengthen the relationship between returning 

citizens and employers?
◊ How can this project serve as an example for other educa-

tional institutions, government programs, and community 
organizations who wish to improve the lives of returning 
citizens?
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Research Insights

All of our research findings come from an audience that ranges 
from returning citizens to experts in the field. However, it is im-
portant to note that many of the returning citizens (“RC”) with 
whom we had the opportunity to speak represent success stories. 
The individuals we interviewed began from the same place as 
all returning citizens do prior to reentry, but they have worked 
incredibly hard to become who they are today. Even though 
these individuals still faced numerous challenges that they had to 
overcome, they are uniquely qualified, motivated, and exemplary 
individuals, and they do not represent the full range of challenges 
that returning citizens can face while seeking employment. Our 
findings are skewed in the direction of success cases, but our 
insights are framed to inform the design of future materials that 
can speak to a broad range of needs for returning citizens.
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Four steps toward employment
1 Begin building confidence to move 

forward
2 Determine how to frame their past
3 Express who they are right now
4 Express who they want to be in the  

future

Confidence/self-esteem is essential for 
all returning citizens
◊ Building and maintaining confidence 

is most important 
◊ The first step is building confidence 

internally
◊ This is different for everybody 

based on how they comfortable 
they were before the process

◊ Confidence makes it possible to 
advocate for yourself in the employ-
ment process

◊ Learn to trust the process in order to 
get where you want to be

A support system is instrumental to the 
success of returning citizens
◊ Having a support system offers 

external validation
◊ Online resources are a helpful place 

to start if they can be accessed
◊ Community can be leveraged to open 

doors for RC
◊ Support systems can be a source of 

information as well as a reference

◊ Support systems guide you to the 
resources you need
◊ 12-Step Fellowship Programs that 

are structured can be helpful. 
There can be intersectionality 
between substance abuse and 
incarceration, which provides a 
place to talk about it because 
there is no equivalent for return-
ing citizens

◊ There could be an equivalent 
program for RC

The way returning citizens frame their 
experiences are the key to moving 
forward
◊ Resumes are framed based on past 

experience
◊ RC need a forward-looking process
◊ Past experience can be framed in a 

positive way to address the gap in 
employment
◊ In an interview, RC know there 

is a gap in the resume and the 
interviewer will inevitably bring 
it up. Depending on the position, 
you have to be able to address it 
so you can choose to be proactive 
and upfront

◊ Can address it in your cover letter

Know your CORI rights 
◊ HR should have a CORI reader
◊ The results can take up to 30-60 

days to come back
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It takes personal reflection and time to 
be comfortable with your identity both 
before and after your time in prison
◊ Self-image is tough for all of us, but 

when there is added pressure of “I 
was a convict” it is a whole other 
thing

◊ There are outside factors that have 
shaped you before and lead to the 
decisions you make

◊ If you were working in kitchen in 
prison, you can own the prison story 
and apply for a job at a restaurant 
and explain how your work/volunteer 
was an effort to better yourself and 
ease the employer’s mind 

◊ Mentoring others is a positive way to 
move forward

Preparation is key for you to determine 
the best path forward
◊ Resumes are framed based on past 

experience

◊ Prepare to discuss your CORI - keep 
the discussion of it short, and then 
shift gears to focus on the future

◊ Focus on building confidence
◊ RC are concerned about perception 

and judgement
◊ When you enter a room knowing 

that people are aware you are a 
RC, you know you are beholden 
to that label and it makes you 
conscious of your own interac-
tions with people and how they 
perceive you

To employers who are making hiring 
decisions on behalf of returning citi-
zens, please
◊ Have an open mind
◊ Be patient to those who are returning 

to the workforce
◊ Be willing to take a chance
◊ Consider the person they are today 

instead of who they were in the past

9



We began this process at the beginning 
of the semester in January 2019. We 
started with researching mass incarcer-
ation in the U.S. by completing weekly 
reading responses to understand the 
foundation of the issue. We also com-
pleted readings on design thinking and 
human-centered design in order to con-
ceptualize the semester.

In addition to  background research, 
we held classroom discussion and 
brainstorming periods. We then con-
textualized our individual skills and 
connected them with other classmates’ 
skills. Throughout this initial process 
we focused on reworking the narrative 
of returning citizens and reducing the 
stigma around their employment.

After developing this specific focus, 
we divided the class into four groups 
with each student’s individual skill sets 
in mind. The groups had four or five 
members, with each member bringing a 
diverse skill set. Each group was tasked 
with producing five ideas that would 
reduce stigma around returning citizens 
who are seeking employment, then 
narrowing down the five ideas to two. 
The two preferred ideas, or “sketches,” 
contained details including the potential 
for impact, the challenges of implemen-
tation, two user personas (of the people 
who would be using the design), and a 
storyboard that represented the user’s 
experience engaging with the tool. Each 
group presented their ideas to the class. 
There was some overlap with ideas, but 
not a significant amount.Pr
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The following week three students, 
Rebecca, Charlie and Melody, attended 
one of the monthly meetings at Boston’s 
Office of Returning Citizens. They lis-
tened to the discussions and concerns 
that returning citizens raised. The stu-
dents also pitched their group’s “sketch-
es” to returning citizens in attendance. 

An overwhelming majority of returning 
citizens were intrigued by the resume 
building workshop. They expressed the 
difficulty in creating a resume without 
the necessary resources—this obstacle 
hindered the rest of their employment 
process. Rebecca, Charlie and Melody 
took notes and brought their findings 
back to the classroom the next week, 
suggesting that the class work on one 
project together and have subsections/
groups to properly distribute necessary 
tasks. 

After the class agreed that the main 
project should be a resume building 
workshop, we refined the idea into sub-
sections and were divided into teams.

The final project includes this design 
book, a three minute documentary, a 
media toolkit and campaign, a resume 
building workshop, and a facilitator’s 
guide. We hope the workshop will be 
reproduced by Boston’s  Office of Re-
turning Citizens.
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Initial research of mass 
incarceration and returning citizens

Classroom discussions and 
brainstorming period

Focusing on the Resume Building 
Workshop and deciding to work 
together as a class

5 ideas and 2 sketches, creating 
tools to shift the narrative

Refining the idea into subsections

Final designs and presentations
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Team Breakdown

The video production team is re-
sponsible for the introductory fram-
ing video. They will highlight positive 
work being done by the Office of 
Returning Citizens and address the 
negative stigma surrounding return-
ing citizens seeking employment. 
◊ Research Process: We began by 

watching documentaries on the 
topic of mass incarceration and 
drafted interview questions after 
preliminary research. A majority of 
our information came from inter-
views and in-depth conversations 
with returning citizens and com-
munity members who work to help 
returning citizens find resources. 
Their words speak to direct expe-
rience and success.

The workshop design team is pri-
marily responsible for designing the 
interactive workshop and writing a 
facilitation guide.
◊ Research Process: We divided the 

goal of the project into smaller 
objectives and explored activities 
that touched upon different as-
pects of cognitive behavior such 
as self-confidence, motivation, 
organizational skills, and personal 
identity. Through trial and error 
and valuable feedback from our 

mentors, peers, and other com-
munity members, we constructed 
a workshop that pieces together 
meaningful activities and works 
harmoniously to generate empow-
ering experiences for participants.

The research team is responsible for 
conducting interviews, completing 
site observations, and sharing re-
search with other teams.
◊ Research Process: Using human 

centered design, we analyzed 
workshop data to find common 
themes and translated them into 
usable insights.

The visual design team is primarily 
responsible for the project’s visual 
identity, the design of all materials for 
the workshop, and the website.
◊ Research Process: Our research is 

guided by feedback from commu-
nity mentors. We initially pitched 
a series of design sketches to our 
mentors and settled on a project 
style guide supplemented by the 
City of Boston’s brand guidelines. 
We emailed our community mem-
bers an explanation of the project 
followed by three project names 
and settled on “Don’tOverlook.Me” 
based on feedback we recieved

12



Who We Talked To

For this project we interviewed Kevin Sibley, the Director of Bos-
ton’s Office of Returning Citizens, as well as Carole Calderone, an 
aftercare coach with Sisters of St. Joseph, a religious organization 
in Boston. We interviewed both Kevin and Carole in order to un-
derstand the big picture surrounding the stigma returning citizens 
face when seeking employment. They provided us with insight re-
garding issues returning citizens face  once released from prison 
and with configuring their employment. They also discussed the 
issue of the CORI, the Criminal Offender Record Information—a 
record of all criminal court appearances in Massachusetts for a 
particular individual, including arrests, convictions, dismissals, 
and serious violations—since our workshop data showed that the 
CORI was a significant issue for returning citizens seeking work.

We also interviewed two returning citizens, Ernest Partin, a sales 
agent and entrepreneur, and Jennie Dul, an assistant manager at 
a healthcare company.
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“I’m just a human being making the 
wrong choice at the moment and have 
to deal with the repercussions.”

“With my background I just didn’t have 
that record hold be back from anything 
so I’m not sure how they perceived my 
resume but, I mean, it didn’t stop me from 
getting a job right away, which I did.”

“Just stay positive, someone will open 
the door for you.”

“You’ll be surprised, I mean everybody 
will think ‘oh there’s only addicts or 
drug users or for armed robbery,’ like 
no, there are people who are mothers, 
teachers, doctors, lawyers who made a 
bad decision at the moment.”

For this project, speaking directly to returning citizens was cru-
cial to understanding their point of view and experiences. Ernest 
and Jennie provided us with their own experiences seeking em-
ployment post-incarceration. They addressed issues faced in the 
employment process and also discussed what was needed for 
them to successfully become employed as a returning citizen.

Insightful Quotes

“I hear a lot of challenges 
in prison stating that 
they’re scared to come 
out because they’ll get 
turned away just because 
they have a record on 
them. To me I just don’t 
let that define who I am, 
because I know who I 
am.”
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“I just think people should just kind of 
make sure your self is okay first before 
you go out and present yourself. Just 
make sure you have a lot of confidence 
and no matter what there is an open 
door for you. I mean it’s not always like 
sunshine and rainbows, but people go 
through so many different things, like 
depression and whatnot and its it’s hard. 
So I just think that people should take it 
within themselves to know who they are 
and not let anything define you.”

“I’m confident in me, I like me. When I 
walk into the room I’m wondering who’s 
as cool as me.”

“To this day I still say stuff like ‘I don’t 
deserve this.”

“I tell them to strike high, because what 
America didn’t set up was for us to make 
it high, they got it set it up for us to make 
it low.”

“First thing first you need support.”
“And [being] from the 
hood, [being] from the 
bottom. Being from 
the bottom, like there’s 
certain things you don’t 
care about. Like a ‘no’ 
don’t mean nothing, 
because you’ve heard 
that your whole life. So 
you’re kinda waiting for 
no’s.”
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Data Collection

On March 20, 2019, our class held a Participatory Design 
Workshop for an audience of 14 guests, 16 students, and two 
professors. The workshop brought together students, educators, 
returning citizens (RC), potential employers, and reentry coaches 
with the purpose of reimagining the job search experience for 
returning citizens. We focused on understanding the challenges 
that returning citizens face and how we might design a better 
resume that can humanize returning citizens and counter the 
stigmas of having a criminal record.

The workshop was facilitated by four student-led groups.  Each 
group designed and lead a 10-minute activity.
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The goal of this activity is to learn 
more about public image and the 
difference between how returning 
citizens want to be represented and 
how they are actually represented to 
the public and potential employers.

Targeted Question(s)

◊ How might a stranger describe you 
on your best day? Your worst day? 

◊ How might an employer describe 
you on your best day? Your worst 
day?

Findings

Group 1: “How a stranger might 
describe you on your best day.”
◊ Smart, sarcastic, focused, lively, 

energetic, quiet, kind, calm
Group 2: “How a good friend might 

see you on your best day.”
◊ Kind, talkative, social, optimistic, 

gracious, fun
Group 3: “How an employer might 

see you on your best day.”
◊ Productive, go-getter, agreeable, 

confident, work well with others, 
active, self-sufficient

Activity 1:
Creating Personas
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Activity 2:
Skill Journey

The goal of this activity is to understand 
the gap between reality and desire in 
higher-salary job options for returning 
citizens.

Targeted Question(s)

◊ What skills and characteristics 
of returning citizens are uniquely 
powerful and transferable to other 
experiences?

◊ What skills have employers seen 
returning citizens use that have 
left a lasting impression?

Findings

According to returning citizens, their 
uniquely powerful and transferable 
skills are:
◊ Patience, loyalty, hustle, fearless-

ness, educated and experienced, 
self-educated and self-starters, 
survival, teaching

According to employers, returning 
citizens’ uniquely powerful and 
transferable skills are:
◊ Resilience, generosity in the face 

of discrimination, drive, motiva-
tion, honesty, alcohol/drug-free 
strength, willingness to succeed, 
self-motivation and determination
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Activity 3:
Support Networks

The goal of this activity is to under-
stand support networks and the gap 
between actual and desired support 
returning citizens have in the employ-
ment process, from their community 
and from friends.

Targeted Question(s)

◊ What is the ideal support system 
for returning citizens during the 
job search? The support network 
can be an individual (a friend, 
family member, mentor) or a 
community.

◊ What do you need from a commu-
nity that’s here to support you?

◊ What do you want from a commu-
nity that’s here to support you?

Findings

An ideal support system geared 
towards employment for returning 
citizens:
◊ Offers constructive criticism, 

one-on-one encouragement, and 
community validation

◊ Opens doors for returning citizens  
and helps with “feeling immobile”

◊ Participants in the activity cate-
gorically represented their ideal 
support system not just in terms 
of personality traits or specific 
individuals, but with online tools 
such as Indeed, Craigslist, Google, 
and Youtube.
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Activity 4:
The Interview Commute

The goal of this activity is to un-
derstand personal confidence and 
self-advocacy as well as returning  
citizens’ fears and uncertainties in 
the employment process.

Targeted Question(s)

◊ What points of a job interview give 
you anxiety?

Findings

The most challenging parts of the job 
search are: 
◊ Emotions: fear (at every step of 

the process), how to work through 
a big, opaque system?

◊ Physical constraints: access to 
technology (internet, computers), 
transportation (affording public 
transport or ride shares, no 
license)

◊ Preparation: fear of sounding 
stupid and the fear of others’ 
perception and judgment of them. 
How to build skills in technology 
use?

◊ Communication: “nothing to 
report”—How to be honest about 
your criminal history,  how to talk 
about or phrase your skills and 
experiences in context, how to 
address the “gap”, and how to 
build soft skills.
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Field Scan

Other programs and organizations in the greater Boston area 
that are assisting returning citizens include:

Youth Options Unlimited (YOU) Boston

Youth Options Unlimited (YOU) Boston, is a workforce develop-
ment organization that works with individuals ages 16-24 who are 
court-involved or gang-affiliated, reentering the community from 
incarceration, or seeking a refuge from poverty or violence. Their 
mission is to, “empower and motivate young people to gain the 
educational, employment, and career advancement necessary to 
be successful in the workforce, in the community, and in their 
lives,” according to their website.

YOU Boston offers individuals an opportunity to work and learn 
alongside their supportive staff. Their case managers work one-
on-one with youth to connect them to social services, inspire their 
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future education or training, and help them develop an individual 
service plan identifying three personal goals and concrete steps 
for achieving them. 

Operation Exit is a program under YOU Boston that trains high-
risk residents for new careers and provides paid job training to 
returning citizens in one of four career sectors: building trades, 
culinary arts, municipal government, or web development.

MassHire — Downtown Boston Career Center

MassHire schedules one-on-one meetings with returning citizens 
seeking employment  to assist them in navigating the prospective 
job market or desired career field. According to MassHire’s web-
site, in the one-on-one meeting they can:
◊ Obtain a copy of one’s Criminal Offender Record Information 

(CORI) and discuss how it affects their job search
◊ Practice interviewing and learn to respond to questions about 

one’s CORI
◊ Learn how to job search with a criminal record
◊ Provide assistance on how to develop a resume and cover 

letters that highlight one’s skills and experience
◊ Explore the industries and occupations for appropriate em-

ployment options

THRIVE Communities

THRIVE Communities is a community-based organization in Low-
ell, MA that addresses and combats the challenges  returning 
citizens face. It is designed to empower returning citizens and 
engage members of the community by creating supportive spac-
es. Their goal is to disrupt cycles of incarceration, isolation, and 
social harm through grassroots efforts for restorative reentry, 
community building, and leadership development. 
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THRIVE accepts applications for individuals who are incarcerat-
ed and preparing to be released within 12 months, are over 25 
years old, are planning to return to Lowell or Lawrence, MA, are 
concerned about facing the challenges of reentry alone, and are 
seeking opportunities for healing and reconciliation. They also 
provide walk-in hours at their offices in Lowell for either returning 
citizens and others who have been affected by incarceration.

THRIVE also accepts volunteers from all walks of life with no ex-
perience necessary. Aspiring volunteers can fill out an application, 
attend two THRIVE training events (a two-day Circles of Support 
and Accountability training and a half-day efficacy training), and 
then prepare to get matched with a returning citizen. 

THRIVE leadership and visioning fellows are men and women who 
have personally experienced jail or prison, are members of the 
local community, and identify as or are nominated as emerging 
agents of change. Fellows are then equipped to become commu-
nity organizers by engaging community members in meaningful 
efforts that initiate healing and advance social change for individ-
uals and communities impacted by incarceration. 

The Educational Justice Institute

The Educational Justice Institute (TEJI) provides a transformative 
learning experience for incarcerated individuals and university 
students.TEJI aims to enhance the lives of incarcerated individ-
uals by empowering them to reach their potential and preparing 
them for reentry through the use of technology.

Through working and studying with justice-involved individuals 
under TEJI, MIT students experience the issues and challenges 
incarcerated individuals face. Students learn firsthand the com-
plexities surrounding the United States’ incarcerated population, 
and also have the potential positively impact their community.
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According to their website, accomplishments include:
◊ Partnering with a wide range of institutions, both higher 

education and technology, to develop programming that will 
reinvent prison education

◊ Supporting classes in prison that include both MIT students 
and incarcerated individuals

◊ Recruiting and supporting tutors and teaching assistants for 
prisons and jails

◊ Sponsoring debates with Harvard and MIT students debating 
incarcerated individuals

◊ Scheduling a speaker series regarding topics of interest to 
prison education

◊ Fostering the formation of a student corrections education 
and social justice reform group

Coding Beyond Bars

Originally an initiative under The Educational Justice Institute at 
MIT, Coding Beyond Bars is a non-profit organization with the 
purpose of providing incarcerated individuals the opportunity 
to learn coding and to  prepare them for successful entry into 
careers in the tech industry.

Coding Beyond Bars offers educational programs to formerly and 
currently incarcerated individuals inside and outside correctional 
facilities. The courses emphasize in-demand and practical skills 
in the tech job industry.
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