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ABSTRACT 
Challenges faced by formerly incarcerated individuals in the United 
States raise questions about our society’s ability to truly provide 
second chances. This paper presents the outcomes of our ongoing 
collaboration with a non-proft organization dedicated to reentry 
support. We highlight the multifaceted challenges individuals face 
during their reentry journey, including support programs that pri-
oritize supervision over service, unresponsive support systems, 
limited access to resources, fnancial struggles exacerbated by re-
stricted employment opportunities, and technological barriers. In 
the face of such complex social challenges, our work aims to facili-
tate our partner organization’s ongoing eforts to promote digital 
literacy through a web application that is integrated into their ex-
isting processes. We share initial feedback from the stakeholders, 
draw out four implications: supporting continuity of care, promot-
ing refection through slow technology, building in fexibility, and 
reconfguring toward existing infrastructure, and conclude with a 
refection on our role as partners on the side. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The United States is a “carceral state”, with an estimated 1.9 mil-
lion people in prison. Each year upwards of 600,000 people are re-
leased from state and federal prisons [75, 92]. Formerly incarcerated 
individuals, who we shall henceforth call “returning community 
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members”1, face a multitude of challenges during their reintegra-
tion journey. These challenges include limited access to resources, 
educational disparities, stigmatization, and limited employment 
prospects. Structural support in overcoming these challenges is 
mostly limited, leading to a high rate of recidivism, perpetuating 
a cycle of re-incarceration [69, 78, 95]. All of these raise questions 
about whether our existing social system can truly provide re-
turning community members the second chance they have been 
promised. 

Our work is situated in this context. For the past one and a half 
years, we have been collaborating with a non-proft organization 
in San Francisco (California). The city has a history of a high incar-
ceration rate [51]. In addition, there is staggering racial disparity; 
in California, Black and Latinx individuals are 9.5 and 2.0 times 
more likely to be incarcerated than White Americans [53, 72]. Our 
partner organization, Project Rebound, is part of a public university. 
Project Rebound helps students obtain a formal degree in one of the 
many public educational institutions in and around San Francisco. 
In addition, Project Rebound provides support through informal 
literacy programs and advising. 

In this paper, we refect on our ongoing journey with Project 
Rebound and, through it, we make four-fold contributions to human-
computer interaction (HCI) scholarship. First, we highlight the mul-
tifaceted and enduring challenges returning community members 
face during reentry, even when enrolled in support programs like 
those provided by our partner organization. These include restric-
tive transitional housing, unresponsive parole systems, fnancial 
struggles, barriers to employment, and difculties navigating an 
increasingly complex digital ecosystem. Second, we present our 
approach for enhancing our partner organization’s eforts in sup-
porting digital literacy. Our iterative, collaborative design process 
with the partner organization resulted in a web application that 
aligns with and enhances their existing practices. Third, we refect 
on lessons learned for designing digital literacy support, especially 
for marginalized groups. This includes supporting continuity of 
care by incorporating scafolds for interdependence and collab-
oration, promoting refection through intentionally slow design, 
building in fexibility to accommodate diferences in users’ contexts 
and digital skills, and reconfguring design to leverage existing in-
frastructures. Finally, we articulate and argue for the value of being 
a partner on the side, leveraging our technical expertise to facili-
tate, rather than drive, community-based eforts. This role enables 
supporting organizational ownership and centers continuity in the 
collaboration. 
1In literature, we fnd the use of the term “returning citizens” (e.g., [76, 78]), but many of 
the participants we worked with are not US citizens. Around 15% of people incarcerated 
in the US are not US citizens [15]. Acknowledging this, our partner organization uses 
the term “returning community members”, which we adopt in this paper. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Background: Mass Incarceration and 
Prisoner Reentry Programs in the United 
States 

In the early 1970s, Richard Nixon’s government initiated the War 
On Drugs which resulted in mass incarceration. This surge in in-
carceration rates marked a shift away from rehabilitation-focused 
programming towards a “warehousing model of incarceration” [94], 
wherein prisons primarily served as instruments of regulation 
and punishment rather than addressing the root causes of crime 
[78, 108]. At the same time, the growth of neoliberal ideologies in 
the US led to a dissolution of the welfare state, and with it, pri-
vatized prisons—aiming to proft from mass incarceration—grew 
exponentially [22, 38, 70, 110], further limiting opportunities for 
rehabilitation [64]. 

The War On Drugs skewed heavily against Black Americans, 
causing the “Blackening of prisons” [67, 69]. The prison demo-
graphic changed “from over 70% White in the 1950s to 70% Black 
and Latino by 1989” [78, pp. 485] (see also [83, 107]). This racial 
disparity persists today, with Black Americans incarcerated at fve 
times the rate of white Americans, and in some states, including our 
own, the ratios exceed 9:1 [72]. Moreover, poor people were, and 
continue to be, disproportionately incarcerated [1, 13, 17, 83, 86]. 
The expansion of privatized prisons combined with these discrim-
inating practices, underscore a focus on control over historically 
marginalized groups rather than rehabilitation [69, 78, 108]. 

Prisoner reentry programs have not escaped the infuence of ne-
oliberalism, leading critics to label them a “prison reentry industry” 
(e.g., [22, 95, 98]). Indeed, it is a burgeoning industry, with one in 
48 U.S. adults under some form of correctional supervision in 2021 
[16]. 

The problem is structural and, from our perspective, vicious. 
The “school-to-prison” pipeline [83] funnels children out of school 
to the juvenile and criminal justice systems. It has hindered the 
educational attainments of returning community members. A quar-
ter of these individuals have less than a high school diploma and 
only 4% hold a college degree [20]. Rehabilitation programs within 
prisons are severely limited [60, 109]. Programs outside the prison 
also prioritize monitoring and surveillance over rehabilitation as 
seen in the far fewer and limited literacy or mental health programs 
(e.g., [7, 11, 47, 95]). Additional restrictions imposed by the criminal 
justice system [46, 100] and stigma in society further hinder re-
turning community members’ prospects for employment and other 
opportunities [67]. 

2.2 Digital Literacy and Reentry 
Digital literacy has become an essential skill to accomplish a range 
of tasks such as fnding housing, education and learning, and ac-
cessing various public and social services [10, 61, 102]. The need 
to master several digital skills to accomplish seemingly “simple” 
everyday tasks is growing [3, 103]. Add to this the biases and in-
equalities enforced through the seemingly invisible but widely per-
vasive algorithmic decision-making systems that have been shown 
to disadvantage people of color as well as those with lower income 

and educational attainments (e.g., [9, 21, 33, 57, 73]). Thus, digital 
inclusion programs are imperative for reentry support [76, 87, 114]. 

A pertinent example of the efects of limited digital literacy 
in reentry eforts can be seen in seeking income-generating op-
portunities. Stable income, primarily through employment or en-
trepreneurship, is well-known to be pivotal for successful reentry 
[37, 50, 106]. The signifcance is resonated in initiatives such as 
the Biden-Harris administration’s “Incarceration to Employment” 
strategic program2. However, the lack of digital literacy is a formi-
dable barrier to employment opportunities. Online resources and 
other digital infrastructures, such as LinkedIn, play a central role 
in job search, placing returning community members at a disad-
vantage [76]. A lack of understanding of digital rights that protect 
individuals from biases (for example, Federal and State laws pro-
hibiting background inquiries such as with the “ban-the-box” policy 
or the Second Chance Ordinance [42, 50]) adds another layer of 
complexity. 

HCI research on supporting the digital literacy of those returning 
from incarceration remains limited, with the noteworthy excep-
tion of Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al. [76]. Their study builds upon a 
theoretical lens for “digital rehabilitation” [89], which advocates 
for comprehensive digital literacy programs during and after in-
carceration (see also [87, 88]). Building on their digital literacy 
sessions with a group of returning community members in Detroit, 
Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al. [76] emphasize contextualizing digital 
literacy within larger goals such as job search or entrepreneurship 
and posit the importance of fexible approaches that attend to dif-
ferences, including in digital skills and modalities of computing and 
technology. On this note, Grierson et al. [44] explored considera-
tions for digital services to support returning community members 
in Australia. While not particularly focused on digital literacy, their 
work highlights the importance of supporting independence and 
control, as well as attending to the diverse needs of the returning 
community members. The work briefy discusses the need to sup-
port digital literacy, arguing for literacy programs while people are 
incarcerated, a space where several challenges abound [97]. We 
concur with these recommendations and through this work, we add 
practical guidance on how to design such approaches considering 
the contextual complexities associated with reentry. 

Moreover, eforts to promote digital literacy have often involved 
time-limited classes and sessions, potentially leading to limited 
access beyond it, which can have detrimental consequences [41]. 
Recognizing the necessity for sustained support, our approach in-
volves collaborating with an organization with longstanding expe-
rience in the feld to support their ongoing eforts. We refect on 
this experience to illuminate the particular entailment that needs 
to be considered in such partnerships. With the increasing number 
of reentry supporting initiatives by organizations such as Project 
Rebound, Operation Restoration3, From Prison Cells to PhD4, and 
Reimagine Reentry5, it behooves us to examine how we can design 
for–and with–them such that they can foster digital literacy among 
returning community members. 

2https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Incarceration-to-
Employment-Strategy.pdf
3https://www.or-nola.org/ 
4https://www.fromprisoncellstophd.org/ 
5https://www.letsreimaginereentry.org/ 
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2.3 HCI For and With Community Partners 
HCI research has increasingly embraced community-based ap-
proaches to technology design and research (e.g., [48, 55, 71, 77, 80]). 
In this space, scholars have called attention to equitable and fair 
processes in defning problems, methods, and measures of success 
[5, 40, 84, 104] while also arguing for care in building and sustaining 
relationships [12, 18, 101]. HCI Scholarship has also taken a more re-
fexive approach, highlighting challenges around navigating power 
diferentials, promoting mutual learning, and attending to the dy-
namics and diferences within a community [18, 27, 29, 35, 54]. 

Non-proft organizations have typically been the entities en-
abling collaboration with communities, facilitating access to difcult-
to-reach populations (e.g., [25, 39, 76]), and functioning as experts 
on the ground (e.g., [44, 55, 71]). Scholars have argued to position 
non-profts and community members not as passive benefciaries 
but as partners in the engagement [40, 59]. However, scholars also 
critique the trend of unequal partnerships, marked by labor, afec-
tive, and epistemic burdens on non-profts and community members 
[18, 48, 84]. So, while community-based engagements provide a way 
for democratizing knowledge production and meaningful social 
change, the majority of research remains extractive and academi-
cally self-serving [48, 62, 79, 84]. 

In response to these issues, aligning with Pierre et al. [84], we 
advocate for de-centering research-driven agenda and prioritizing 
existing community eforts and goals. In arguing to support on-
going eforts rather than initiating new ones, our approach builds 
on assets-based design that underscores the importance of rec-
ognizing and leveraging existing strengths and resources within 
the community [23, 81, 113]. Wong-Villacres et al. [113] posit the 
need to embed trust-building elements, facilitate the formation of 
an interdependent collective, and make moves towards incremen-
tal transformations in assets-based design work in communities. 
They further argue for positioning technology as an intermediary 
for slow incremental transformations [113]. We echo these values 
through our work. Particularly, we highlight our role as a partner 
on the side through which we sought to integrate the outcomes of 
our engagement into the partner organization’s existing processes. 
This helped ensure our contributions aligned with and enhanced 
the community partner’s ongoing eforts. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
Our ongoing one-and-a-half-year-long engagement began with 
initial conversations with Project Rebound, following an approach 
recommended in community-based work [31]. Through this dia-
logue, we learned about Project Rebound’s eforts, including the 
challenges they faced in supporting digital literacy. We saw this 
as an avenue for collaboration. However, we were unaware of the 
realities surrounding reentry. Thus, we undertook an incremental 
study, frst learning from the partner organization and then en-
gaging with a group of returning community members. With each 
iteration, we gained deeper insights into the technical and social 
challenges surrounding reentry. 

3.1 Refexivity and Positionality 
Before we discuss the methodology, we refect on our positionality 
that shapes the analysis and the overall engagement. We are a group 

of three academic researchers, who were back then associated with 
the same institution as our partner organization. We believe that 
as a society, we are only as strong as our most vulnerable members. 
Our work seeks to design socio-technical systems that support 
communities to have power in enacting the future they desire. Our 
expertise is technical and we ofer it as part of the collaboration. We 
acknowledge that the technical expertise helped enable the initial 
collaboration and has inherently shaped this work. 

We come from diferent socio-economic backgrounds with di-
verse ethnic and gender identities; two of the authors are migrants 
to the United States and knew of diferent approaches to reentry 
back in their home countries. Neither we nor our immediate family 
members have undergone a reentry journey. The interviews and 
analysis involved moments of overwhelming emotional load. We 
acknowledge the privilege we hold in being able to detach ourselves 
from this work when necessary, a privilege that may not be readily 
available to the participants. 

We have sought to build a relationship of trust with Project 
Rebound as we see this work as part of a long-term collaboration. 
This entailed striving for transparency and mutuality. For instance, 
we shared intermediary observations and fndings after the analysis 
(see Section 3.2). We also shared and discussed this draft with the 
staf in the organization so that we are transparent about what we 
are saying about their eforts [2]. 

3.2 Research Approach 
We initiated our research after we received IRB approval from our 
institution. Our incremental study can be broadly categorized into 
two phases: an initial inquiry and a subsequent prototyping and 
technology evaluation study. 

3.2.1 Initial Inquiry Phase. We interviewed three key staf mem-
bers at Project Rebound. The questions focused on their activities, 
the challenges they faced in their work, and the vision they have 
for the organization. Subsequently, we held a focus group session 
to share our refections on the interviews, and discussed a course 
of action. 

Following this, we invited eight returning community members 
associated with Project Rebound to participate in a three-session 
focus group discussion (see Table 1). In the frst session, we dis-
cussed the challenges faced by these individuals during the reentry 
process and their aspirations for the future. The second session 
focused on the technology they use in their daily life, the barriers 
they encounter, and the approaches they employ to overcome those 
barriers. The third session involved envisioning the next steps in 
their journey, both within and beyond the university. Each of the 
three sessions lasted between one to one and a half hours. 

3.2.2 Prototyping and Technology Evaluation Phase. In the second 
phase, we engaged in an iterative design process with the partner 
organization. We were wary of burdening them through constant 
iterations—which is central in design–so, following Dourish et al. 
[30], we sought to fnd a balance by engaging them at points where 
we could show meaningful progress. 

We analyzed the interviews and focus group discussions from the 
frst phase (see Section 3.3). We presented key insights gained from 
the analysis which helped convey progress. It also helped scafold 
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Table 1: Participants in the two phases of the study. 

Pseudonames Age Gender When were they 
last in the system? 

Self-reported confdence 
in their ability to learn 
technology (out of 5) 

Participated 
in Study 

OW 53 M 2018 4 Initial Study 
JD 49 F 2021 3 Initial Study 
JR 48 M 2003 2 Initial Study 
LR 38 F 2022 3 Initial Study 
EO 42 M 2021 5 Both Studies 
JT 52 M 2020 5 Both Studies 
AP 43 M 2018 5 Both Studies 
EH 62 M 2018 4 Both Studies 
GJ (Staf) 72 M 1998 - Both Studies 
JN (Staf) 51 M 2001 - Both Studies 
DR (Staf) 58 F N/A - Both Studies 
MN (Staf) 27 M N/A - Evaluation Study 
CY (Staf) 57 M 2021 - Evaluation Study 
LX 63 M 2022 - Evaluation Study 

the brainstorming sessions. In the discussion, priority was placed 
on supporting digital literacy. For example, the idea of assisting 
with resume-building emerged through this discussion. Following 
this session, only the researchers engaged in thinking through the 
brainstormed ideas and narrowing them down to a few priority 
areas. Once we had converged on a few possible ways to support 
digital literacy (e.g., one-on-one mentoring, web application, call-
based support), we presented those to Project Rebound staf to 
gather their feedback. Their input helped in refning the design 
ideas, leading us to prioritize a web application. 

We began designing the web application. Following typical inter-
action design processes [85], we iterated internally until we had a 
high-level prototype. At this point, we ran usability testing sessions 
with both the staf and returning community members, asking them 
to complete tasks using the prototype while thinking aloud. We 
observed their interactions, noted any challenges or confusion, and 
gathered feedback on the overall user experience. Based on this, we 
arrived at a design used in the fnal web application and evaluation 
study, which was presented to a group of fve staf members and 
fve returning community members. 

This approach enabled us to ask less of our partners’ time and 
protect them from some of the afective demands of sharing early, 
unfnished prototypes. It still provided key moments for gaining 
their input, ensuring the fnal designs matched their needs and per-
spectives. The insights gathered through these iterations informed 
the development of our web application, which now serves as a 
tangible outcome of our collaboration. 

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 
The returning community members who participated in our studies 
were associated with Project Rebound. The demographic distribu-
tion of the participating returning community members closely 
mirrored the broader population of returning community members. 
For instance, to illustrate, approximately 13% of returning commu-
nity members are female [68]. To build in some level of reciprocity, 

each participant received compensation of $25 per session. This 
amounted to $75 for participating in the initial study and $25 for 
the evaluation study. 

We took feld notes during conversations with the staf and 
returning community members. In addition, we recorded audio 
during the staf interviews and focus group discussions, as well as 
the group sessions with the returning community members. This 
resulted in upwards of 13 hours of audio recordings. 

The recorded interviews were frst transcribed. We then con-
ducted open coding by following the transcripts closely. In this 
process, we created summaries line by line [91]. Through multi-
ple rounds of discussion and iterations on the codes, we merged 
962 low-level codes to eventually arrive at 31 higher-level codes. 
Some of the higher-level codes include “transitional housing chal-
lenges”, “lack of trust”, “creating a sense of safety”, and “privacy 
concerns with technology”. After fnalizing the higher-level codes, 
we engaged in member checking with four Project Rebound staf 
members. This involved presenting preliminary themes and the 
higher-level codes that were within each theme. The members con-
frmed that the high-level codes sufciently captured key issues 
and provided input in framing the themes. The input was incorpo-
rated in subsequent iterations where we arrived at fve overarching 
themes, forming the basis of the fndings section below. 

4 FINDINGS: NAVIGATING REENTRY 
In claiming that our social systems enable second chances, we 
assume that returning community members have sufcient support 
to be socially and economically integrated. These assumptions 
do not hold true for many. Indeed, our feld notes underscored a 
disconcerting observation: the system appears to be geared to re-
incarcerate returning community members rather than see them 
make the most of their second opportunity, mirroring the sentiment 
expressed by Petersilia [82] in 2001! 

The participants shared several challenges they faced and con-
tinue to face in their reentry journey, and shed light on the various 
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dimensions of support they desire. We also share the various man-
ifestations of our partner organization’s high-touch approach in 
response to those challenges. The high-touch approach is centered 
on human connections and holds signifcant importance to the 
organization. 

4.1 Restrictive Programs: Supervision Over 
Services 

Our discussions unveiled the systematic positioning of returning 
community members as subjects within the parole system. The 
programs they were enrolled in often failed to adapt to their diverse 
needs, nor did they have a voice in shaping the programs designed 
for them. Participants recounted their experiences in programs that 
they considered excessively restrictive, yet felt compelled to comply 
to avoid potential parole violation. 

These restrictive programs posed signifcant barriers to explor-
ing possibilities, particularly during the early stages of reentry. One 
such aspect was related to transitional housing, which are meant 
to provide temporary and supportive accommodation for returning 
community members [46]. However, these homes often operate as 
proft-driven entities without standardized operational protocols. 
This leads to residents having varied and sometimes unsuitable 
experiences. As DR highlighted, “It’s the parole ofcer or the parole 
board that make that determination the student [returning commu-
nity member] has no choice. They have to go. And then whatever 
modality they are sent to so often times, drug and alcohol houses, 
students get sent to even if they haven’t had addiction issues”. Partici-
pants frequently referred to transition homes as “halfway house” 
or “prison-after-prison,” refecting the sense of powerlessness they 
experienced akin to their time in prison. 

Particularly pertinent to our work was the practice within some 
transition homes of completely disconnecting residents from the 
outer world. DR shared concerns about these homes: 

So some, not all transitional houses, but some hous-
ing modalities have what’s called a blackout period 
... they are prohibited from contacting anybody for 90 
days sometimes ... those programs prevent students from 
making contact with family members or friends. 

Further, the staf noted the challenges in accessing basic digital 
resources in the transition homes, “Some transitional houses don’t 
provide internet, they don’t have a computer lab. So many students 
in the beginning all they have if they’re lucky is a smartphone. But 
that’s the only device that they have access to.” 

Beyond transition homes, restrictions were also evident in parole 
policies. We could hear this, for example, in DR’s account of cases 
where “Some parole ofcers are not big on education. They may not 
think that earning a college degree is a viable parole plan and they 
push our students to work full-time instead.” None of the participants 
were confdent that they could shape the parole system designed for 
them. These restrictive programs constitute hidden yet signifcant 
barriers to reentry. 

While Project Rebound had processes in place to ofer more 
holistic support, such as legal counseling and connecting returning 
community members to other services, they had limitations in 
efecting change within transition homes. Within the organization, 
though, they fostered a more supportive environment, one built 

on trust and the assurance that the returning community members 
would feel safe. As GJ, a staf shared, “The frst thing we try to do ... 
our best to make a person feel comfortable and to make them feel that 
you’re no longer an environment where someone is threatening you. 
You are in an environment that’s safe.” This empathetic approach 
was seen as an asset by the organization. 

4.2 Unresponsive Support Structure 
Participants reported signifcant variations in their interactions 
with parole ofcers. They acknowledged that the extent of resources 
made available to them often depended on the proactive eforts 
of individual parole ofcers, as articulated by EH, who noted, “It’s 
[parole support] limited. And then some may be better than others 
in that they have, um, better access to resources because they make it 
a point to do that.” They also highlighted that the information they 
received from their parole ofcers was frequently outdated, with 
many listed services (e.g., for housing) having long since closed. 
Most participants found the services provided to be minimal, lead-
ing one participant to ofer a cautionary suggestion, “Don’t depend 
on the system to provide everything that you need because it’s not set 
up that way.” 

A few participants navigated the lack of resources by seeking 
public assistance. EH, for example, shared how he received help, 
“so most people get out, don’t have money so they get on G.A. general 
assistance, Medi-Cal and that qualifes you for free phone.” However, 
even when resources were available, returning community mem-
bers encountered unforeseen challenges that they had no means 
of addressing. For instance, OW, in his search for fnancial sup-
port, discovered that he was eligible for a Pell Grant which opened 
the possibility of pursuing an education. When he applied, he was 
informed that “somebody got a Pell Grant from my [his] identity 
before,” rendering him ineligible. The earlier Pell Grant applica-
tion had been submitted while OW was in prison and thus was 
a fraudulent application. But there was no room for him to seek 
help from the parole system. Project Rebound eventually assisted 
OW, with him recounting, “It ended up being resolved because the 
organization [Project Rebound] got involved and the cost went down 
to the Department [of] Education and pretty much the organization 
[Project Rebound] had to pay for it.” 

The unresponsiveness of the support system was also evident in 
the limited mental health facilities provided. It is well established 
that mental health challenges are prevalent among returning com-
munity members [7, 82]. GJ, refecting on his experience, raised 
this issue, “you don’t feel what people in the greater community feel 
because you have to suppress so many of your feelings”, adding, “ 
therefore you’re [continuing to be] a prisoner”. While some parole 
ofcers provided information on available mental health facilities, 
most did not. However, simply providing information is insufcient; 
building trust to encourage the use of the resource is critical. JN 
captured this sentiment well, sharing, “Things like confdentiality 
don’t exist in prison. So, this whole idea that I can go to someone and 
share and be vulnerable and have that information stay private is not 
necessarily a trusted concept.” In this context, Project Rebound has 
made concerted eforts to build trust and encourage its students 
to utilize the university’s free mental health services. They found 
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that extensive efort is required, particularly to ensure that students 
trust the process and the institution. 

4.3 Financial Struggles 
Echoing previous fndings (e.g., [14, 63, 106]), all participants shared 
their struggles with the lack of resources. Our fndings highlight 
that the challenges were most acute during their earlier days of reen-
try. A telling example of this resource defciency is “gate money”, 
an amount defned by each state to assist returning community 
members with their fnancial needs [4]. In California, each individ-
ual is allocated $2006, an amount that was deemed to be sufcient 
to pay a month’s rent in 1973 but has never been adjusted since. 

The amount is insufcient to serve its intended goal. JN, aptly 
conveyed the challenges of starting anew with just the $200 gate 
money: 

So when you get out, you get that little 200 to start your 
life. And usually, the frst thing that people are thinking 
about doing is not investing in some form of computer 
or technology to keep them connected. It’s usually about 
basic basic stuf like you know, set up for some meals 
and maybe a few outfts that will keep them, you know, 
so you can walk around and feel like normal. So that 
$200 is not going to go too far as you build your life as 
far as priorities go. 

Some participants, such as OW and EO, relied on friends and 
family for fnancial help. Additionally, family and friends often 
helped them gain access to smartphones, typically providing them 
with older devices. However, others, like GN and JT, lacked such 
social support. Some such as JR, opted to sever ties with their past 
relations to “get a fresh start”. In all these instances, the participants 
ultimately relied on Project Rebound to gain access to devices. 

Apart from the challenge of obtaining devices, accessing essential 
services proved to be a costly and daunting endeavor. For instance, 
returning community members relied on internet connection at our 
university during normal times. However, when the university tran-
sitioned to online classes during the pandemic, they had to resort to 
drastic measures. As recounted by a staf member, “The library, the 
computer lab, once they have a student ID number [you can use it] 
but during the pandemic, all of that was closed ... students [returning 
community members] had to go to public parks to access free Wi-Fi 
which is not always the safest option to connect to the internet and 
provide your social security number and all that stuf ... oftentimes, 
the only internet they were able to access. The fnancial aspect, that 
they don’t have a lot of money.” In all these cases, fnancial struggles 
posed a signifcant barrier to successfully navigating our society, 
which increasingly assumes easy access to technology and basic 
services for various functions. 

4.4 Challenges in Finding Reliable Employment 
Financial struggles are exacerbated by challenges in fnding reliable 
employment. Our participants were enrolled in formal education 
where they saw opportunities for employment as heard in, for 
example, EO’s comment, “You could take this amount of a two-year 
program and just get you a certifcate and get your feet in the door 
6$200 is, in fact, the highest amount of gate money provided across all states in the US 
[4]. 

to get a job”. Even then, they encountered several multifaceted 
challenges during their job search. 

First, during their preparations for the job search, participants 
expressed uncertainty about what to include on their resumes. 
The staf members shared the challenges they faced when help-
ing returning community members recognize and appreciate their 
existing strengths. DR, for example, shared: 

It is about recognizing their [returning community 
members] strengths. Oftentimes, they don’t realize their 
own strengths. They don’t, and we have that discussion 
where we talk about strengths. [They are] like I have 
nothing to show for and then when we go over well what 
did you do while you were inside and they say ‘I was 
a welder, I did this and I did that’ and that there are 
skills and strengths that they already have but if they 
gain inside, sometimes my impression is that they don’t 
think they are as valuable because I got that in prison 
so how I’m gonna show that and then the fear is can I 
put that on my resume. 

The fear of inadequacy or stigmatization often led returning com-
munity members to question whether they could include prison-
acquired skills on their resumes. Project Rebound attempted to 
address this issue by incorporating assets-based processes, “around 
naming your own strengths and then owning your strengths, and then 
maybe in a job interview, talk about your strengths.” 

Second, current job application processes assume a level of digi-
tal profciency such as in creating resumes, writing cover letters, 
building portfolios, and participating in online interviews. Many 
returning community members struggled with these digital opera-
tions and lacked reliable support systems to seek help. Some got 
help from existing systems, but that was limited. For example, to 
create his resume, EH worked with a counselor: “I sat with somebody 
who knew how to ask the right questions. They started building on that 
and created a resume.” However, the help was just one session long 
and it involved using a resume template in Google Docs which EH 
was unfamiliar with, thus restricting his ability to make changes to 
the resume beyond that counseling session. While the counselor’s 
help is valuable, such support is far fewer for returning commu-
nity members. On this front, Project Rebound worked to provide 
personalized guidance, but staf members expressed challenges in 
managing the workload and the technical aspects involved in the 
process, which JN shared, “They want you to log every class you ever 
took. That used to exhaust me when I was doing that stuf but the 
team has gotten really good at doing it, but it’s hard and people get 
impatient.” 

Third, participants highlighted that background verifcation pro-
cesses barred them from employment. For instance, MN received 
a job ofer but was subsequently retracted due to a background 
check failure. The company’s denial was based on a misdemeanor 
that occurred beyond the seven-year limit stipulated by California’s 
legal ordinance. With Project Rebound’s help, MN fled a lawsuit 
against the company, and at the time of our study, he was waiting 
for the hearing date. 
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These challenges highlight the multifaceted barriers returning 
community members face in pursuing reliable employment. Ad-
dressing these barriers requires comprehensive support that rec-
ognizes their strengths and enhances digital literacy but it also 
needs broader systemic changes and advocacy for fair employment 
practices. 

4.5 Navigating the Technological Ecosystem 
Returning community members have to navigate the complex tech-
nological ecosystem that has become an integral part of our daily 
life. Our participants shared challenges they faced in daily tasks, 
such as setting up appointments with public services, opening a 
bank account, or taking public transit, all of which required digital 
know-how. 

Technological vulnerability was salient in our conversations. 
Some had fallen victim to scams. For example, JD recounted an 
incident that occurred just a few days before our study where she 
lost her savings due to a scam that preyed on her empathy: 

It was so stupid ... So I got this email on the univer-
sity email ... So I got this email about some of them 
having kids and that I would have to go and buy stuf 
for orphanages and like foster homes and all. I was a 
foster kid, you know, so everything like made sense to 
my spirit or whatever ... So fnally I was like anyway 
[gave them card details to pay], and I thought it was 
genuine because I looked up that stuf and there was a 
lady with ... that baptist, on the east coast ... but like I 
saw something weird that happened on the bank card 
and I was gonna like call Chase [bank] ... because I 
check up my balance ... and by then it was gone 

Considering that she had checked the organization and found it 
to be genuine highlights how challenging the digital ecosystem 
can become. Such experiences deterred some participants from 
using technology altogether. We could hear this, for example, in 
JT’s account, “Nah I don’t trust the bank on the computer. I don’t do 
online. I am an in-person guy ... they try to tell me banking online 
but it goes in one ear. I don’t do that ... That’s why when I took a class 
last year, I took an Excel class and I was kind of ify about doing it 
because it was online.” 

Participants also found it challenging to keep up with the con-
stantly evolving technological ecosystem. The transition from the 
university’s old learning management system (called iLearn) to 
Canvas was met with frustration and resistance. JT shared his frus-
tration, “All of technology. I just can’t like ... I was barely learning 
iLearn and now I am here. That is what scares me cause it is like you 
change the software now ... I just barely learned this thing and now I 
am like, okay, there is no way,” a sentiment that other participants 
strongly corroborated, “You mentioned Canvas. For me, it was like 
trauma!” 

While participants wanted to learn technology, they struggled 
to fnd the right level of digital literacy programs. Some programs 
assumed a level of technological profciency that overwhelmed 
returning community members, a sentiment that EO shared, “It is 
discouraging me with technology where I am like this is not for me. 
Because I don’t know the shortcuts. I don’t know how to organize it. 
I can just go here, get it from my documents, instead of having it to 

send it on my email and then getting it on a text message, and then 
have to delete it, drag it over. Oh my god! That is too much.” Some 
relied on YouTube to learn to use technology. However, they found 
YouTube to be overwhelming, a value that AP shared and many 
others echoed, “YouTube confuses me more sometimes. Because it is 
step-by-step. Like I can’t follow it and get more confused. Like half the 
time, I am just missing the frst step or something like I don’t know I 
am missing one or two steps cause somewhere along the way I missed 
a step or something.” 

As a result, they sought help from individuals rather than relying 
solely on digital tools, something that AP tried, “For me now it’s 
like I am here in programs like this. Talking to people. This is the only 
way that I am going to be comfortable. Because ... you gotta learn.” 
Indeed, the value of personalized support came up multiple times. 
JT, for example, when talking about his refusal to online use shared, 
“I’m not good online because when you get into a situation and you 
have nobody to talk to, you just got the wall ...” 

In some respect, our participants had more institutional support 
than typical returning community members. Indeed, Project Re-
bound’s services focused on providing one-on-one tailored help 
as part of their high-touch approach. For example, JR shared his 
appreciation of a more personalized, human connection, and trust-
focused help that he had received earlier through an intern at 
Project Rebound: 

I had one of the interns she graduated when she left 
to take care of [her] grandmother, she would always 
reach out to me ... you know, need anything or help 
me support me ... so that that made me feel confdent 
because some people do care and see you accomplished. 
If nobody ain’t checking up on me and seeing how I’m 
doing, how do I know if they, you know, feel ... I look 
for stuf like that, the people that, you know that care, I 
don’t want to be around nobody that don’t care and I 
don’t like a person to give me the run around. 

However, staf members reported being overwhelmed at times, 
sharing the demand on their time for seemingly simple tasks, as 
DR shared, “Sometimes it takes us half an hour for [setting up] a 
password because not all of the rules are uppercase, lowercase, special 
character, what is the special character? ... That’s high touch, right? 
Who has time to sit with somebody and create a login for an hour but 
that’s what we do here.” 

Overall, these fndings highlight three key issues. First, there 
is variance in the returning community members’ journey, such 
as in the kind of parole support and transition home they get en-
rolled into, the extent of support from family and friends, and the 
diferences in their ability to leverage digital technologies. Second, 
there is a signifcant gap between the needs and the availability 
of support for the returning community members; the lack of re-
sponsive support is quite striking. Third, our partner organization’s 
high-touch approach provided some of the needed support, which, 
while efective, has limitations due to a lack of structure and an 
inability to scale. 
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Figure 1: The web application’s landing page displays tutori-
als and resources grouped into six categories. 

5 IMPLICATIONS TO OUR DESIGN 
The fndings from our initial study had several implications for our 
next steps. As we heard in the fndings, supporting technology use 
among returning community members was a major concern for 
Project Rebound. To this end, they were exploring the possibility 
of creating tutorial videos, such as to setup passwords. They envi-
sioned using the videos to augment their personalized high-touch 
approach, using it to ofoad some of the common technical as-
pects while the staf provided more personalized help when needed. 
This priority prompted our exploration of potential technological 
solutions using existing videos. 

We recognized the necessity to integrate the technology within 
Project Rebound’s existing processes. The human connection Project 
Rebound built with the returning community members was signif-
cant and helpful to the returning community members. The return-
ing community members trusted Project Rebound; a standalone 
tool would not accord similar trust. Also, for long-term sustainabil-
ity, creating a tool for the organization would more likely lead to 
relevant updates and continued use, even after our project ends. 

Incorporating the tool within the organization’s processes en-
tailed involving the staf members and returning community mem-
bers throughout the design process (Section 3.2). While this con-
stitutes a classic human-centered design approach [58], we tried 
to build their sense of ownership over the tool, clarifying that we 
want to hand over the tool and that they should make decisions 
accordingly. The tool, a web application, was named after the orga-
nization, reinforcing the notion of organizational ownership and 
building on the concept that trust in the organization can extend to 
trust in the tool [65]. We share the two key principles that guided 
our design of the web application: incorporating it into the organi-
zation’s existing work and designing to attend to the variations in 
technical skills. 

5.1 Integrated Design: Incorporating Into the 
Organization’s Existing Work 

Thematic analysis of the problems mentioned in the initial inquiry 
led us to identify six categories surrounding digital skills and liter-
acy: Technology Use in Daily Life, Technology for Class and Work, 
Technology Safety and Privacy, Financial Well-Being and Manage-
ment, Job Application Support, and Accessing Public Services and 

Figure 2: Guided job search feature asks users to search for 
aspired jobs and list their skills to highlight in their resume. 

Resources. The web application’s homepage prominently featured 
resources categorized under these six headings (see Figure 1). 

5.1.1 Staf Members Control the Content. All sections except Job 
Application Support and Accessing Public Services and Resources 
contained videos. We populated these sections with select videos 
from YouTube, specifcally chosen to address the challenges partici-
pants had mentioned with technology (e.g., inserting an image into 
a Word fle). These videos were initially populated with the goal 
that the staf members would curate their own set of tutorials as 
needed. They had, in fact, already started exploring the possibility 
of creating tailored videos and uploading them to YouTube. 

Our web application supported the staf members to upload 
videos. Uploading a video involved entering the video URL, tags, se-
lecting the device(s) for which the video is intended, specifying the 
category, and optionally including time markers and corresponding 
message for that segment. 

Feedback: The aspect of content control was well-received by 
staf members. They found the video upload process to be straight-
forward and efcient, with MN remarking, “I’ve uploaded videos to 
YouTube, and it’s like a whole process. But this is just super simple, 
you know? You scope the videos, and then you just add it on there, 
and then it uploads super quick.” There were some concerns about 
not being able to add videos locally, as DR shared, “So we should 
be able to add those here, right? But what if it’s not a YouTube video 
[an external URL]?” We clarifed that we wanted to be frugal so we 
relied on other locations to host the videos (e.g., YouTube or Google 
Drive) and did not support administrators to host videos locally. 
The clarifcation helped as was shared by another staf member, 
“It’s pretty much straightforward. It’s not too confusing with too much 
fuf, you know. I like it.” 

5.1.2 Job Application Support. A signifcant part of the organi-
zation’s work involves helping returning community members 
prepare for job searches. Our fndings highlighted multifaceted 
barriers faced in job searches that Project Rebound staf members 
helped with (see Section 4.4). Considering these, we designed a set 
of features in the web application to support the staf members. 

First, staf members noted that most returning community mem-
bers were refective but needed help in identifying their existing 
strengths. We designed a feature that guides users to search job 
listings, identify the key skills required for desired positions, and 
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document those skills they already possess (Figure 2). Users are later 
reminded of these skills when building their resumes in our sys-
tem. The resume reminder served to facilitate self-refection while 
also enabling the staf members to encourage returning community 
members to include those overlooked skills that they possess. Simi-
larly, in the education section, we included a reminder on the side 
encouraging users to detail all their accomplishments, extending 
beyond formal education degrees (Figure 3). 

Second, returning community members faced challenges in cre-
ating and maintaining resumes. Resume building requires detailed 
knowledge of formatting, versioning, and working with various 
fle formats (e.g., Word or Google Docs, and PDF). Staf members 
also struggled to keep track of multiple versions and formats when 
providing one-on-one resume guidance. To help with this, we cre-
ated a resume builder that enabled the staf members and returning 
community members to focus on content creation while our sys-
tem facilitated formatting and version control (Figure 3). Users can 
fll out a form and, when needed, generate a formatted resume in 
PDF that could be parsed correctly by automated resume fltering 
systems. 

Third, the staf members, as part of their high-touch approach, 
provided in-person troubleshooting for various digital challenges. 
We sought to embed this ethos by including “Need Help” buttons on 
major elements of the web application. Each section of the resume 
builder, for instance, featured this button (see Figure 3). The Help 
Manager page enabled staf members to track users’ requests, fos-
tering a collaborative environment wherein returning community 
members could work independently, reassured by the knowledge 
that assistance was readily available when needed. 

Fourth, during an early iteration, we asked returning community 
members to use Indeed7, a popular job board. Staf members shared 
that most returning community members are unable to start their 
jobs even after successfully passing the interviews, as they fail their 
background verifcation. While this violates the essence of the state 
law (California’s Senate Bill 731 and Assembly Bill 1076), companies 
have devised legal loopholes to reject candidates without violating 
the letter of the law. One staf member, JN, even suggested the need 
for a community-curated list of companies that hired individuals 
with criminal histories, likening it to a modern-day “Green Book”8. 
A similar problem was identifed by Dillahunt et al. [24] who also 
saw a need for curating a list of “felony friendly companies” when 
designing systems for disadvantaged job seekers. MN shared that 
he used Honest Jobs9, a job board that curates lists of companies 
known to hire people with a criminal record. Our guided job search 
process now features HonestJobs (see Step 1 in Figure 2). 

Feedback: The job search and resume builder tool garnered en-
thusiastic responses from the returning community members. For 
instance, AP found it particularly benefcial for individuals with 
limited digital skills, “This right here to me is like basic entry-level 
and there’s a few people who come home from prison and are like 
really advanced in technology but the majority this is like the entry-
level they need to start on.” AP also expressed appreciation for the 

7https://www.indeed.com/ 
8Referring to Victor Hugo Green’s guidebook to locations and services that were 
friendly to Black Americans during the Jim Crow laws era.
9https://www.honestjobs.com/ 

Figure 3: Resume builder form with key reminders on the 
side to scafold refection and enable collaboration with staf 
members. 

key skill reminders on the side panel, noting, “The highlight is giv-
ing you the language and when they are asking you things like time 
management, you will be put in like yes you look at the clock, but 
you are giving the language [to write it].” EH, who had previously 
encountered challenges with resume templates, shared his positive 
sentiments, “That is a brilliant idea. I wish I had that when I came 
home.” 

5.2 Low-Floor High-Ceiling Design: Attending 
to Difering Levels of Technical Skills 

Both the staf and participants acknowledged the wide diferences 
in digital skills, with one staf member noting, “I think that [digital 
skills] correlates a lot with how much time a student has served in 
prison right? I know students who have maybe done fve or eight years 
they were on the outside when the iPhone was invented. If I talk to a 
student who has been in prison for 23-27, 30 years they usually type 
with one fnger. They don’t know how to turn the computer on and of, 
where the on and of button is.” To accommodate this variation, we 
designed our system following the low-foor high-ceiling principle 
[90], which aims to provide an easy entry point for all users while 
ofering opportunities for all. 

5.2.1 Easy Entry and Access. All materials and resources, except 
for the resume builder, are accessible without requiring users to 
log in. Users only need to sign up or log in if they wish to use the 
resume builder, as we save the information entered in the form. 

Users also have the option to specify the mobile and laptop de-
vices they have, either while signing up or later in their profle 
settings. This information is used to flter video tutorials in each 
category to match the user’s device type. This feature aims to re-
duce the overwhelming number of videos presented to users, given 
the diferent device types and usage scenarios. In our subsequent 
iteration, we also incorporated a set of 12 questions about laptop 
and mobile use to recommend a set of videos for learning critical 
digital skills. 
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5.2.2 Supporting Access to Public Resources. The staf and return-
ing community members shared difculties arising from limited 
resources. Outdated information about potential resources was 
also a common challenge. Digital literacy includes knowing how 
to access information, such as accessing public resources and in-
frastructures. To help with this, we integrated Findhelp10, a local 
resource registry that has dedicated database managers to verify 
and update support programs11. The service is increasingly being 
used by social work and health care scholars (e.g., [26, 93]). We 
found it to be reliable and comprehensive. We incorporated the ser-
vice within our web application with the plan that this would help 
the returning community members learn to leverage an existing 
tool. The staf members recognized the value of this external ser-
vice, as it could continue to assist returning community members 
even after their involvement with Project Rebound. 

5.2.3 Structuring Video Tutorials. A key issue shared by the return-
ing community members was that they found YouTube tutorials 
to be overwhelming. YouTube has plenty of resources for people 
of varying digital skills, but they are rarely curated or sufciently 
structured to support learning. 

Considering this, we designed an approach to structure the in-
teraction with YouTube videos. Staf members have the option to 
create segments and add prompting questions to confrm the user’s 
understanding of the covered content when uploading a video. 
When a user plays a video and arrives at the end of a segment, 
the video will pause, prompting a dialog box with three options: 
“Restart from the beginning,” “Restart from the last segment,” and 
“Doing ok. Carry on.” 

Feedback: The participants appreciated the interactive feature, 
“I think it looked really well. It was again pretty straightforward in 
terms of like Restart, go back to the last segment, ok, continue. I think 
that was really helpful ... when I don’t understand something I’m 
looking at or a tutorial, I always need to go back myself, and I need 
to like fnd exactly where I need to go if I didn’t get it right the frst 
time.” 

6 DISCUSSION 
Our fndings corroborate prior research highlighting the multi-
faceted challenges that returning community members encounter 
during their reentry journey [6, 36, 99, 111]. We also noted signif-
cant variations in the reentry experiences. These were shaped by 
factors such as participation in transition programs, support from 
family and friends, educational background, technical skills, and 
the duration spent both inside and outside prison walls. 

We observed our partner organization’s various eforts to sup-
port returning community members. Their high-touch approach, 
emphasizing building connections and providing personalized guid-
ance, was prominent. It helped address the many gaps in support 
available to returning community members during their reentry 
journey. The connections built with the staf, for example, when 
searching and applying for jobs, served to moderate the absence of 
encouragement and support available elsewhere. The substantial 

10https://www.fndhelp.org/ 
11We are deeply indebted to Ihudiya Finda Ogbonnaya-Ogburu for sharing this resource 
with us. 

workload borne by staf members in implementing this high-touch 
approach compensated for the lack of material resources neces-
sary to provide such tailored reentry support. This raises questions 
about its long-term sustainability and efectiveness if it needs to be 
scaled. 

In the face of structural problems confronting returning com-
munity members, it is evident that technology, while valuable, is 
not the solution. It can be a supplementary resource to the critical 
eforts of partner organizations and their support networks. Our 
design and engagement are frmly rooted in this belief, seeking to 
enhance the partner organization’s existing eforts, specifcally in 
promoting digital literacy. 

It is crucial to recognize that our participants do not represent 
the typical population of returning community members in some 
regard. Most were either trying to enroll or were already enrolled 
in formal education programs at a public university and had access 
to institutional resources. These resources are not readily available 
to the majority of returning community members [46, 78]. These 
assets shaped the returning community members’ perspectives 
and possibilities for reentry, which, in turn, shaped our approach. 
For example, our designed system assumes that the jobs returning 
community members aspire for will be listed on Honest Jobs. This 
was true for our participants. However, these are not the only 
kinds of employment opportunities available, nor do all returning 
community members aspire to such jobs. In those cases, using 
our system may not be helpful. It could, in fact, enforce a narrow 
pathway for reentry and cause harm. Despite such advantages, our 
participants continued to face signifcant hurdles, which further 
highlight the enduring challenges in reentry. 

6.1 Implications for Designing Digital Literacy 
Support 

Given the signifcant diferences between our participants and 
the larger population of returning community members, our fnd-
ings may not be generalizable. However, some of what we learned 
can be helpful to other HCI practitioners and researchers, particu-
larly those seeking to promote digital literacy among marginalized 
groups. We refect on our experience to draw out the following four 
lessons. 

6.1.1 Supporting Continuity of Care. Digital literacy is not solely 
about gaining information isolated from the realities of the sur-
rounding context. Digital literacy entails leveraging communication 
technologies to achieve goals that matter to the individual. Thus, 
to support digital literacy, we need to engage in socially situated 
practices that go beyond the digital environment. We argue that 
supporting digital literacy requires enacting care in its broadest 
sense, as the “activity that includes everything that we do to main-
tain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as 
well as possible” [34, pp. 34]. 

Our partner organization’s high-touch eforts embody such con-
tinuity of care which extended beyond learning about technology, 
as we saw in their eforts against unfair hiring policies or rectify-
ing an identity theft case. We also saw how returning community 
members encounter discontinuities in care, such as being assigned 
transition homes that do not meet their needs or abruptly losing 
access to devices and internet in transition homes. At the same 
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time, we noted the personalized care from the staf members helped 
bridge some of the gaps arising from unresponsive and limited 
reentry services. The support demanded the staf to go well beyond 
their prescribed roles and responsibilities, and we heard accounts 
of exhaustion. 

Our design responded to the importance of care by building upon 
the partner organization’s high-touch approach. It involved creat-
ing a space where the staf and the returning community members 
could collaborate and explore together, promoting interdependence 
rather than co-dependence. For example, the resume builder en-
couraged working along with the staf members, and the “Need 
help” feature within each element of the resume builder provided 
additional space for the staf to enact care when returning commu-
nity members worked alone. At the same time, the design sought to 
reduce the load on the staf without replacing their care practices. 
The technology was designed to be integrated into the existing 
practices. For example, the reminders of existing skills and auto-
formatting of the resume sought to help the staf members as they 
supported the returning community members. 

In contrast, contemporary technology design, in the pursuit of 
scalability and efciency, has relied on virtual and remote support 
mechanisms, assuming a certain level of digital profciency [10, 102]. 
Critically, they are devoid of care practices. This defciency was evi-
dent, for example, when participants expressed being overwhelmed 
with tutorials on YouTube or refused to use technology when they 
felt there was no room for seeking help. This leads us to question 
the use of scalability and efciency as metrics for designing and 
evaluating digital literacy systems. Critically, there is a risk in au-
tomating learning especially when returning community members 
desire human connections and a sense of belonging. In this respect, 
we echo Tseng et al. [101] and advocate for prioritizing infrastruc-
tures that enable continuity of care, building upon existing care 
practices. 

6.1.2 Promoting Reflection Through Slow Technology. We advocate 
for designing slow technologies to support digital literacy. Slow 
technology is a design philosophy that argues for “exposing tech-
nology in a way that encourages people to refect and think about 
it” [45, pp. 204]. By inviting users to develop a relationship with 
technology over time, slow technology facilitates a deeper connec-
tion with oneself and one’s surroundings, enabling individuals to 
recognize and build upon their own capabilities. 

In an era where there is a growing push for technologies that 
generate artifacts rapidly, such as using large language models to 
build resumes (e.g., [112]), we call for paying attention to (and de-
signing) slow technology. In proposing slow technology, Hallnäs 
and Redström [45] assert that it can provide opportunities to learn 
how technology works and why it does so. Our fndings support 
the argument. In our initial inquiry, the staf member shared that re-
turning community members often under-appreciate their existing 
strengths. In our design, we asked returning community members 
to go to Honest Jobs and identify key skills to highlight in their 
resumes. It helped create a space to refect on and appreciate their 
accomplishments. Participants also shared that this exercise helped 
them learn new keywords relevant to their desired job positions. 

Slow technology design prioritizes slowness in its appearance 
and presence, as well as in its use of clear and simple material 

[45, 74]. These principles are important when designing for (digital) 
literacy. Slowness in appearance and presence allows individuals 
the necessary time to refect, build skills, and nurture relationships, 
both with technology as well as with other actors involved in the 
process. The use of clear and simple materials lowers barriers to 
entry, reduces novelty efect, and creates space for people with 
diverse skills to engage and learn by drawing upon their existing 
strengths and assets. 

Further, slow technology can draw attention to the aesthetics of 
functionality, prompting critical refection on technology’s various 
functions and implications. For example, PhotoBox’s slow design 
draws attention to the rapid and massive consumption of pho-
tos enabled by digital cameras [74]. In the case of digital literacy, 
slow technology could facilitate refection on various functions 
of technology such as automatically fltering job applications or 
conducting background checks. Such critical refection is at the 
core of digital literacy. While our current work has not fully ex-
plored this aspect, we recognize it as a signifcant opportunity for 
future research in designing digital literacy support that empowers 
individuals to critically engage with technology. 

6.1.3 Building in Flexibility. Returning community members are 
not a homogeneous group. As our fndings highlight, variations 
extend beyond digital skills; they manifest in multiple facets of 
reentry, such as parole restrictions, level of family support, and 
personal aspirations and goals. These variations can infuence the 
adaptation and impact of digital literacy approaches. Recognizing 
the diverse strengths, assets, and needs of returning community 
members, we argue for incorporating fexibility as a core principle 
in supporting digital literacy. 

Low-foor, high-ceiling design principle guided our eforts to 
support individuals with varying digital skills, making it easy to 
get started for those with lower digital skills while ofering oppor-
tunities for those with more skills to gain something from their 
explorations (see Section 5.2). Other features like device-specifc 
video curation also accommodated diferential access. 

Flexibility also entails attending to the individual and socio-
economic realities surrounding the reentry journey. For instance, 
literacy modules and services need to align with the user’s broader 
goals and aspirations [76]. In our work, we introduced technol-
ogy within contexts such as fnancial well-being. It helped present 
technology as an enabling means to other ends that they value, 
thereby accommodating diverse user needs and aspirations. Simi-
larly, recognizing our participants’ interest in learning technology 
to excel in classrooms led us to curate a separate category of tuto-
rials called “Technology for Class and Work”. This enabled access 
to resources for those attending classes and aspiring to work in 
technology-focused jobs – a majority of our participants – while 
allowing others to ignore it if it did not align with their goals. 

Another dimension to support fexibility involves ensuring learn-
ing opportunities across diferent modalities and contexts. We heard 
of the challenges related to accessing technology in transition 
homes, where many returning community members lacked access 
to laptops. Some of our participants struggled to move between 
smartphones and laptops. These call for carefully considering how 
the designed digital literacy technology can be accessed, including 
the possibility of building unplugged lessons [8]. In our case, our 
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web application was primarily designed for use within the organi-
zation, supporting the staf member’s interactions with returning 
community members. The web application was responsive, enabling 
use through smartphones within and outside the organization, such 
as in transition homes where smartphones were permitted. How-
ever, a limitation of our work, on this front, is that it still relies on 
Internet connectivity and device access; we are exploring the possi-
bility of creating progressive web apps and paper-based guidebooks 
to reduce reliance on the Internet. 

Building in fexibility enables accounting for the variance and 
complexity of the socio-economic realities that shape returning 
community members’ reentry journey. It also opens up space for us 
to acknowledge and attend to their dynamic needs as they navigate 
reentry within the rapidly evolving technological landscape. 

6.1.4 Reconfiguring Toward Existing Infrastructure. Literacy is in-
frastructural [28, 105]. It enables ways of knowing and doing things. 
A key element in promoting (digital) literacy, therefore, involves 
supporting individuals to leverage their literacy skills to make the 
most of available infrastructure. We need to reconfgure our de-
sign to support engagement and relationship-building with existing 
infrastructure. This contrasts with the common approach of intro-
ducing novel interfaces and systems for people to learn. 

For example, in our interviews, participants shared their strug-
gles stemming from limited access to relevant and current infor-
mation, particularly regarding resources and services tailored to 
their specifc needs. To help with this, we integrated Findhelp, an 
external system that provides an online registry of local resources, 
rather than creating an independent catalog of services. 

We draw attention to several considerations when reconfguring 
design to engage with existing infrastructure. If not carefully vet-
ted, some systems may be exploitative. External systems can also 
fall into disrepair or “die” [19]. Hence, it is critical to evaluate the 
system(s) carefully, particularly by analyzing their history of stabil-
ity and maintenance, and, where available, their communication 
of changes. We also need to ensure that our users have sufcient 
support in case the system fails; 211 calls were an alternative that 
we considered if Findhelp failed. However, in our evaluation, we 
found Findhelp to be reliable and well-maintained. Additionally, 
the presence of dedicated staf verifying and updating information 
makes it a valuable resource, such resources are inaccessible to us 
academic researchers and a non-proft organization. 

By incorporating existing infrastructure into our design, we 
seek to support continuity and long-term transformation, enabling 
returning community members to build upon their strengths and 
assets to access resources and opportunities that extend beyond the 
immediate scope of our intervention. In our case, the use of Findhelp 
opens one such possibility for returning community members to 
access needed resources even beyond their time with our partner 
organization. We contend that reconfguration encourages us to 
transcend superfcial novelty, prompting us to think critically about 
the broader ecosystem in which our design operates. 

6.2 Refecting on Being a Partner on the Side 
In this work, we take the role of “partner on the side”, collaborating 
with CollegeBound, an organization embedded in a network ofer-
ing comprehensive reentry support services. As HCI researchers 

increasingly embrace community-based approaches, particularly in 
engaging with marginalized populations (e.g., [48, 52, 62, 113]), we 
assert that being a partner on the side is a valid research position. 
This role allows us to leverage our technical expertise in supporting 
organizations already addressing complex societal issues. It is a 
move to reconfgure design relations around continuity and com-
munity self-determination, shifting the focus away from academic 
goals. 

HCI researchers, including us, have often positioned ourselves as 
“friendly outsiders” in community engagement [43, 49]. Greenwood 
and Levin [43] liken being a friendly outsider to coaching. They 
expound the responsibilities of a friendly outsider, including bring-
ing an outsider perspective, connecting communities with external 
resources, and taking an assets-focused approach by supporting 
local people to refect on their tacit knowledge and assess resources 
that can help enact the change they desire [43]. We strongly believe 
that these values are essential in community-based design eforts. 
However, positioning ourselves as a coach-like entity simplifes the 
entanglements that arise in such collaboration; we ought to have 
the proverbial “skin in the game”. In particular, when examination 
or design of technology is involved, our technical expertise entails 
taking responsibility for the technology and its intended, as well 
as unanticipated, consequences. As Leigh Star puts it, “we involve 
ourselves in many potential actions; these become meaningful in 
the light of collective consequences, jointly negotiated” [96, pp. 
50]. Partner on the side acknowledges the collective consequences, 
that our engagement shapes the context and we are shaped by it. 
Thus, a successful collaboration does not allow us to remain friendly 
outsiders. 

We note that we were outsiders and, indeed, becoming a partner 
on the side requires humility and recognition that we have a limited 
understanding of the realities on the ground. As partners on the 
side, we need to invest time in understanding the realities faced by 
the community (as briefy described in Section 2.1) before initiating 
research. This “work before the work” [113] is needed to build 
trust and adapt our approach attending to the historical and social 
context of the setting, which is critical for an equitable community-
based engagement [48]. 

Importantly, being a partner on the side encourages us to stand 
with communities as they determine paths forward based on histor-
ical and social context as well as their strengths and priorities. The 
communities are not asked to act on outsiders’ terms. Particularly in 
academia-community collaborations, such as ours, being a partner 
on the side draws attention to de-center academic goals during com-
munity engagements. Community collaborations do not, and should 
not, revolve around academic cycles [48, 84]. Neither should the 
knowledge and recognition gained exclusively beneft the research 
team [18, 84], nor should it place afective and epistemic burdens 
on the community [30, 84]. Considering these issues, community-
academia collaboration benefts from community-driven initiatives. 
Being a partner on the side entails lending support to such initia-
tives, augmenting the community’s existing capacities and assets. 
The outcomes of such collaboration shape or integrate current 
workfows rather than introducing wholly new systems. It also 
provides space to identify, appreciate, and amplify diverse forms 
of knowledge production and social action, beyond those typically 
modeled in academic research. 
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In design research, positioning ourselves as partners on the side 
calls attention to resisting the impulse of technological solution-
ism [84]. Social problems require social solutions; they cannot be 
solved with technological solutions. Technology can be an element 
in the social solution. Being a partner on the side entails contribut-
ing technological and other resources as supplementary elements 
to the response driven by the communities. In doing so, we de-
prioritize technology-frst solutions. While in our case technology 
was designed, it was in service of the partner organization’s ex-
isting initiative of supporting digital literacy. Equally importantly, 
being a partner on the side confers responsibility for the technology, 
including ensuring new dependencies do not arise from it. For in-
stance, maintainability and sustainability are critical considerations 
[49, 56, 66]. 

Critically examining our engagement as partners on the side, 
we acknowledge that we should be doing more. We plan to. For 
example, we are writing a grant proposal together building upon 
this initial work. Other future work focuses on building community 
capacity and supporting community ownership of the technological 
artifact. 

In sum, being a partner on the side requires us to embrace interde-
pendence in community engagement [32]. It positions us to embrace 
our responsibilities in realizing a fairer and equitable collaboration, 
going beyond the demarcations of insider-outsider status [62] and 
dive deeper into formulating community-led solutions to complex 
social problems. 

7 CONCLUSION 
Through our study, we uncovered structural barriers faced by re-
turning community members (formerly incarcerated individuals), 
including support programs that prioritize supervision over service, 
unresponsive support systems, limited access to resources, fnancial 
struggles exacerbated by restricted employment opportunities, and 
technological barriers. We must make a concerted efort to address 
such structural barriers to achieve a society that truly provides 
second chances to returning community members. In our work, we 
collaborated with a non-proft organization that provides holistic 
support to returning community members, helping them overcome 
some of those structural barriers. We play a role as a partner on the 
side, facilitating ongoing work. To that end, our incremental work 
led us to design a web application that integrates into the organiza-
tion’s existing processes and supports the organization’s eforts to 
promote digital skills among returning community members. 

We are left with several questions and areas for further exami-
nation, such as how we can support critical digital literacy where 
returning community members are not just learning a few digital 
skills but are empowered to leverage those digital skills to access 
resources and take actions to enact change that they desire. Further-
more, we have yet to address how we can support the organization 
and the returning community members in keeping up with the 
rapidly changing digital ecosystem. There are also concerns about 
the scalability of the digital system, which is dependent on the 
organization’s valiant eforts. Critically, perspectives from other 
stakeholders who are part of the reentry support system, such as 
family and friends, potential employers, and other organizations, 
would enable the design of a more comprehensive approach. In 

these respects, our work only scratches the surface, but in doing 
so, we hope to invite other interested HCI researchers to join us 
in realizing a more inclusive and supportive future for returning 
community members. 
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