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Summary

In 2019, the John Jay College Institute for Justice 
and Opportunity (the Institute) launched a training 
program to prepare people with lived experience 
in the criminal legal system for employment and 
promotions in human services. The Institute believes 
that workforce and leadership development for 
people with lived experience in New York City’s 
criminal legal system are crucial for reform of that 
system and for an equitable pandemic recovery. 
This report offers key learnings of the Navigator 
Certificate in Human Services and Community Justice 
(the Navigator Certificate) to others who share the 
Institute’s commitment to leadership development 
and career pathways for people impacted by 
the legal system. 
 
The report features essential elements of program 
design, highlights the journeys of Navigator students, 
and celebrates alumni perspectives. 

The Institute gratefully acknowledges the vision and 
support of the NYC Mayor’s Office of Criminal justice 
(MOCJ), which in 2017 asked the Institute to develop 
a “forensic peer navigator” certificate training. As 
part of the Mayor’s “Jails to Jobs” initiative (now 
known as the Community Justice Reentry Network), 
MOCJ sought to prepare people directly impacted 
by the criminal legal system for jobs helping 
others make the transition from jail and prison 
to communities in NYC.  

In response to MOCJ’s guidance, the Institute 
examined human services workforce access for 
people impacted by the criminal legal system and 
the labor market needs of employers. Rooted in the 
Institute’s core values of spurring systemic and 
individual change, the needs assessment explored:

	 What lay at the heart of success 
in the human services workforce 
for people with lived experience 
in the criminal legal system?  
 
What obstacles prevented 
formerly incarcerated people 
and others with legal system 
involvement from getting hired 
for human services jobs, retaining 
their jobs, and advancing?

	 What training already existed, 
and where were there gaps 
in training? How could a new 
training be complementary  
rather than duplicative? How  
had certification trainings  
been realized in mental health/
behavioral health fields?

	 What jobs were available, and  
what competencies were required  
for those jobs? 

	 What competencies were required  
to advance from entry-level 
jobs, and how could the Institute 
strengthen career pathways for 
people with lived experience in  
the criminal legal system? 

In the training design process, the Institute engaged with people impacted by the criminal legal system who were 
working in human services, employers at nonprofit and government agencies, training providers, and partners 
in academia and professional studies. We also convened an advisory committee reflecting similarly diverse 
stakeholder perspectives. We thank our many partners (please see Acknowledgments) for sharing their insights 
about the power of peers and credible messengers, and for sharing the challenges that people with lived 
experience face in doing this crucial, life-saving and system-changing work.



TAKEAWAYS

TAKEAWAY 1

There is a growing demand for people 
with lived experience in the criminal 
legal system in an array of jobs across 
the human services sector. 

Coinciding with a tight labor market, in the years 
before the pandemic these job opportunities 
increased not only in nonprofit reentry organizations 
that have traditionally hired formerly incarcerated 
people, but also in child welfare, health, other 
human services, and criminal legal system agencies 
that previously did not hire people impacted by the 
system as a standard practice. People with lived 
experience in the criminal legal system now hold 
job titles as varied as credible messenger mentor, 
community navigator, violence interrupter, peer 
specialist, community health worker, youth worker, and 
youth development specialist; these jobs specifically 
value the workers’ lived experience and skills.

TAKEAWAY 2

Health/behavioral health systems in 
New York State have also recognized 
how important it is to hire people with 
lived experience and have demonstrated 
the benefits of certification for jobs with 
“peer” designations.

Medicaid reimbursement is an ongoing source of 
funding for several peer titles. Aspects of peer 
certification in health fields, especially collaboration 
among employers and government licensing/funding 
agencies, offer interesting models for the criminal 
legal field. But peer workers and advocates have also 
expressed concerns about the lack of career ladders 
and about depressed salaries for peers at the low end 
of the already low human services wage scale.

TAKEAWAY 3

Too often, however, jobs for people with 
lived experience in the legal system 
have not provided living-wage salaries, 
benefits, professional skills development, 
and opportunities for advancement.

Can these jobs point to true reform of a racist 
criminal legal system, or do they, by failing workers 
economically, offer a new example of systemic 
racism? The racism of mass incarceration1 has been 
exacerbated by barriers to workforce participation—
the “collateral consequences” of legal system 
involvement.2 Reversing the harm of legal system 
involvement requires more than an expansion in low-
wage and part-time job opportunities for directly-
impacted workers.

Takeaways from the  
Research and Design Process
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TAKEAWAYS

TAKEAWAY 4

TAKEAWAY 5

Tremendous potential for system reform 
exists when people with lived experience 
in the criminal legal system lead others 
out of that system.

Navigator Certificate design decisions 
emerged as the Institute considered 
the historic and ongoing racism in the 
criminal legal system and discrimination 
faced by people who have been involved 
in that system. The Institute set out to: 

This potential can only be realized with funding for 
jobs that offer living-wage salaries, benefits, and 
career pathways.

In the New York City human services ecosystem, when 
nonprofits create jobs with salaries that support people 
and their families and lead to real career ladders, 
this also has the potential to interrupt structural racism 
within non-profit work.3

•	 Offer a certificate training for justice system-
impacted people without creating a new barrier to 
workforce entry, and without inadvertently limiting 
people to jobs with the peer title. 

•	 Acknowledge the pride in peer and credible 
messenger job titles felt by people who do this work, 
while avoiding possible stigma for our students and 
graduates. A decision was made, with the support 
of MOCJ, to name the certificate in a way that does 
not imply involvement in the criminal legal system. 
This choice aligns with the spirit of New York City’s 
Fair Chance Act, which prohibits employers from 
asking about conviction records before extending 
a provisional offer of employment.4 This choice 
also reflects the Institute’s priority that students and 
graduates can list the Navigator Certificate on a 
resume, housing application, or financial document 
without concern about implying involvement in the 
criminal legal system.

•	 Train people in the skills and knowledge needed 
across a spectrum of human services jobs titles.
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OVERVIEW

PARTNERSHIP WITH THE NEW YORK CITY MAYOR’S 
OFFICE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE (MOCJ)

MOCJ recognizes the power of peer roles and, through 
the Navigator Certificate training, has supported 
preparation for people directly impacted by the criminal 
legal system to be engaged on the frontline of system 
reform.  MOCJ support for the training achieves several 
key goals for the City:

•	 Strengthening the criminal justice field by expanding 
the pool of trained candidates for entry-level jobs 
and professional advancement; 

•	 Supporting directly impacted people in their 
successful engagement in the workforce; 

•	 Fundamentally shifting the delivery of services, when 
people with lived experience are the ones providing 
care to others involved in the legal system; and

•	 Increasing access to higher education through a 
certificate training that leads to college credits and 
connection to supports to enroll in and graduate  
from college.

The Navigator Certificate is part of a larger MOCJ 
strategy to expand employment for people with lived 
experience in direct service staff and supervisory positions. 
Staffing for MOCJ-funded pre-trial services includes 
“Community Engagement Specialists” who, along with 
social workers and case managers, provide alternatives to 
using law enforcement for community-based supervision 
and support.5 MOCJ’s Atlas program, still in development, 
is expected to employ “credible specialists.”6 MOCJ-
funded ATI and and reentry programs, as well as the 
Crisis Management System, employ people with lived 
experience in human service roles.

The Navigator Certificate 
— An Overview 
The Navigator Certificate prepares people with lived 
experience in the criminal legal system for employment 
and promotions in human services.  The curriculum builds 
core competencies identified by people with lived 
experience already working in the field and by the 
Institute’s employer-partners.  Developed in conjunction 
with John Jay College Continuing and Professional 
Studies and academic faculty, the Navigator Certificate 
is also an on-ramp to starting, or going back, to college. 
This Certificate is the College’s first “non-credit to credit” 
training. People who earn the Navigator Certificate are 
granted six undergraduate credits when they enroll 
in related human services degree programs at John 
Jay College, as well as a growing number of colleges 
with articulation agreements: Borough of Manhattan 
Community College, Bronx Community College, and St. 
Francis College.  

An intensive, semester-long training, the Navigator 
Certificate focuses on leadership development. With 
an emphasis on critical thinking and communication 
skills, along with fundamental human services ethics and 
competencies—theory and practice—the Navigator 
Certificate creates a foundation for leadership in many 
jobs and community contexts. Students and graduates 

see new possibilities for themselves.  In addition to 
advancing their careers in human services, alumni have 
also pursued policy advocacy, community activism, 
entrepreneurship, and more. Our students and graduates 
envision many pathways and make a variety of choices 
for their futures (see Alumni Employment and Education).  
 
Core values emerged from the needs assessment and 
led to the creation of a Navigator Certificate that:

•	 Prepares graduates with the foundational 
knowledge, critical thinking, and portable skills to 
thrive in an array of human services jobs; 

•	 Is recognized and valued—but not mandated—by 
funders and employers, so as to boost employability 
for graduates without creating a barrier to 
employability for non-graduates; and

•	 Offers college-level coursework and scaffolds 
interested graduates into degree programs. 

•	 The Institute website has program information 
and applications www.justiceandopportunity.org/
career-pathways/navigator

www.justiceandopportunity.org/career-pathways/navigator
www.justiceandopportunity.org/career-pathways/navigator
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Expand the definition of “peer” to 
include immediate family members in 
the target pool of students with “lived 
experience in the criminal legal system.”

Create training opportunities for people 
with lived experience who don’t yet have 
a high school degree and want to pursue 
work as navigators, mentors, and other 
peer/credible messenger roles.

Begin training for human services 
positions while people are in prison so 
they are prepared to continue training 
and start working when they are released.

Explore how colleges and training 
programs can collaborate to align 
their credit requirements so students 
can easily transfer credits and 
ultimately earn degrees. 

Develop technology skills training to 
increase workforce access and success  
on the job.

Develop training for supervisors 
to provide effective supervision for 
peer/credible messenger employees 
and contribute to their ongoing 
professional development.

Educate funders on the importance of 
supporting professional development 
for peer positions.

Develop a comprehensive City-wide 
resource guide for education and training 
options, as well as a central source of 
labor market information/job bank 
for peer positions.

Recommendations  
from Navigator  
Certificate advisors  
and other stakeholders 

FOR TRAINING DESIGN FOR BETTER COORDINATION 
ACROSS THE PEER TRAINING 
AND EMPLOYMENT ECOSYSTEM 
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To design the Navigator Certificate, the Institute 
undertook an assessment process to examine human 
services workforce access for people impacted by 
the legal system and the labor market demands of 
employers. We also considered how certificate trainings 
had been realized in human services fields for people 
with other types of lived experience. Based on the needs 
assessment process, the Institute designed a curriculum 
for the certificate program in which students develop a 
set of core competencies that position them to be hired 
and to advance in the human services workforce. The 
Institute launched the inaugural Navigator Certificate 
cohort in spring 2019 and completed seven cohorts 
through 2022. 

Design changes continue as the program’s value is tested and proven in the job 
market. COVID-19 has presented additional challenges. By maintaining ties 
with students, alumni, and employers, the Institute learned valuable lessons that 
helped the program adapt during the pandemic and respond to an evolving 
job market.

Needs 
Assessment 
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The needs assessment process included focus groups, 
interviews, review of online material from existing 
programs, and examination of relevant news media 
and scholarship. The process began in September 2017 
with a focus group of employer-partners in reentry and 
other human services agencies, facilitated by Dr. Dara 
Byrne, John Jay College Dean at that time. The needs 
assessment culminated in a convening of stakeholders 
(people working in credible messenger and peer jobs, 
training providers, government decisionmakers, and 
philanthropists) in December 2018, facilitated by the 
Institute and Cyrus Garrett of the Obama Foundation, 
formerly director of the NYC Young Men’s Initiative. 

Rooted in the Institute’s core values of driving systemic 
and individual change, the needs assessment process 
was an opportunity to explore access to education 
and employment for people impacted by the criminal 
legal system.

The deep connections possible between people with 
similar life experiences are increasingly understood as 
key to helping people change their lives. The slogan 
declared by JustLeadership USA and other formerly 
incarcerated people and advocates, “Those closest to 
the problem are closest to the solution,” expresses the 
power of this approach to both individual and systemic 
change. The impact of peer and credible messenger 
work has been shared in personal narratives 
in many public forums7 and documented in 
independent research. For example, an evaluation of 
credible messenger mentoring in NYC’s Arches program 
showed reduced rates of new felony convictions among 
program participants, supporting the widespread 
belief among workers and advocates that bonding over 
shared life experience drives personal transformation.8 
Another study found that young adults participating 
in a work readiness program staffed with credible 
messenger mentors at the Center for Employment 
Opportunities in NYC “increased the likelihood of 
obtaining a full-time job by 75%” and “worked 
significantly more hours of transitional work than 
participants in the comparison group.”9 Such personal 
and professional transformations have too often been 

The power and challenges of 
jobs that value lived experience

elusive in traditional human service and criminal legal 
system interventions.  People working in credible 
messenger and peer roles are demonstrating that a 
different approach to “services”—including mentoring 
and support, which can in turn make other services more 
sensitive and accessible—leads to positive change. “The 
relationship is the intervention,” as April Glad, Senior 
Program Officer at the Pinkerton Foundation, 
has observed. 

The current10 interest in employing people with lived 
experience in the criminal legal system to help others 
get out or stay out of that system signals the potential 
for reform on multiple levels: the transformative 
impact and positive outcomes for participants in 
programs staffed by people with lived experience; the 
restorative impact on those staff members, who are 
now acknowledged as community leaders; and crucial 
shifts in the values and cultures of government agencies 
and nonprofits delivering these programs. For example, 
acknowledging the value of personal experiences in 
professional roles is a direct challenge to the dominance 
of “aspects and assumptions of white culture,” including 
communication norms such as “don’t discuss your 
personal life” and “don’t show emotion.”11

However, this potential for reform can only be realized 
when jobs for people with lived experience are well-
paid and offer career pathways. Credible messenger 
and peer jobs that do not offer benefits and living 
wages risk reinforcing, rather than dismantling, 
systems of oppression. The Arches evaluation noted 
that “mentors are often underpaid for the extensive 
work they do. Mentors receive an hourly wage during 
official hours, but their work extends beyond the nine-
to-five schedule. Full- and part-time mentors both work 
on-call around the clock.” The evaluation found that 
reliance on part-time mentors, who must find other jobs 
to make ends meet, “can lead to high rates of turnover, 
which in turn negatively affects youth outcomes.”12  In 
addition to the impact on participant outcomes, part-
time and low-paid peer positions also negatively affect 
peer workers, who need robust full-time salaries, health 
insurance, and paid leave.

NEEDS ASSESSMENT
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The close bonds and 24/7 support offered in many 
peer and credible messenger roles are more commonly 
found in other community contexts such as family, 
church, sports, etc. Generating a feeling of closeness—
what the Urban Institute’s Arches evaluation refers 
to as the “family atmosphere”—is a hallmark of this 
work. People are hired in mentoring or navigating 
roles similar to that of a friend or family member, with 
expectations that the workers will be available at all 
times and for any issues that arise to threaten stability 
for people they work with, but these services are 
being provided in the context of employment, i.e. by 
mentors who are employees. People working in mentor, 
navigator, peer, and credible messenger roles are hired 
for their ability to build relationships, operate with a 
trauma-informed lens, and meaningfully share their 
lived experience; yet they are working in environments 
with specific missions, contracts, program goals and 
targets, communication protocols, and agency liability, 
which can be difficult to navigate. Even when peer 
workers have job responsibilities and boundaries that 
are acknowledged as different from other workers, 
boundaries of employment still apply.13

The dilemma of how to implement peer and credible 
messenger work in a way that respects both the 
integrity of the relationships and the norms of 
employment surfaced repeatedly during the needs 
assessment. Many stakeholders also described 
challenges in the workplace when program participants 
and people working in peer and credible messenger 
roles have similar experiences of prior trauma.

Norms of employment in tension 
with work rooted in lived experience  

Peer workers need far more than technical or 
hard skills training to navigate these tensions 
successfully along with the other demands of their 
jobs. “Employability skills” (also referred to as “soft 
skills”) are essential to address the nuanced and 
complex situations that arise in the workplace for 
people with lived experience in the criminal legal 
system. Employability/soft skills identified by nonprofit 
and government employers and people with lived 
experience working in human services include:
 
•	 Asking for help 

•	 Taking initiative  

•	 Responding to supervisory feedback 

•	 Being punctual and responsive to  
workplace requests 

•	 Communicating effectively 

•	 Practicing self-care and emotional self-regulation

NEEDS ASSESSMENT
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These skills are essential and challenging for all 
workers, not just those with lived experience in the 
criminal legal system; however, people who were 
formerly incarcerated often face a particular conflict 
between their experiences of carceral culture and 
work culture. Norms of behavior and body language 
in the workplace are vastly different from those in 
prison.14 Skills necessary for survival in prison may 
be misinterpreted or penalized in the workplace, and 
skills necessary to succeed in employment can feel 
difficult or hazardous to people with lived experience 
in the criminal legal system. For example, people who 
were incarcerated may interpret supervisory direction 
or professional feedback as authoritarian directives, 
similar to those experienced in prison. A supervisor at 
an agency employing people with lived experience in 
the criminal legal system describes the dilemma: 

I have had a person consistently accuse me of 
talking down to them whenever I attempted to 
give them direction…I wanted to acknowledge 
their feelings but I felt it was getting in the way of 
reaching our office goals.

Taking initiative and asking for guidance—actions 
which draw attention to a worker and can help them 
succeed and advance—may feel dangerous rather than 
desirable to people who have experienced punitive 
responses to “standing out” in a prison setting. Making 
direct eye contact, which could precipitate a fight in 
prison, is an expectation in the workplace,15 These are 
just a few examples of how adapting to prison life 
in order to survive in the carceral system clashes with 
workplace codes of behavior and communication.16

Workers with lived experience may also find prison 
norms against “snitching” in tension with workplace 
expectations. People with lived experience who 
progress along the human services career ladder to 
roles supervising peers can find this culture clash to be 
a difficult double bind. One supervisor said, 

When working with formerly incarcerated individuals 
and being formerly incarcerated myself, we tend to 
bring our jailhouse ways to the work environment. 
When you report someone for continued 
unprofessional behavior, they consider that snitching, 
when in reality you are putting that person on notice 
that this can’t continue.

Many of the Institute’s employer-partners had 
already hired people with lived experience, and 
wanted to hire more. However, they helped clarify 
that gaps in employability skills could cost people 
their jobs or prevent them from being hired in the first 
place, even when employers were totally committed 
to hiring people with lived experience, and even 
when employees with lived experience were totally 
committed to their jobs. Employers also highlighted their 
need for access to training on how to provide effective 
supervision for navigator, mentor, and other credible 
messenger roles. Training on effective supervision is 
crucial, and relates directly to developing a racial 
justice lens and creating an organizational culture 
where systems-impacted employees can thrive 
and advance.

NEEDS ASSESSMENT

Culture Clash: 
Workplace culture vs. carceral culture
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Certified 
Recovery Peer 
Advocate 
(CRPA) role at 
the Richmond 
University 
Medical Center

Jason Pisano, the Workforce Coordinator for the Staten Island Partnership for 
Community Wellness, in 2021 recounted the impact of the peer role: “Having a CPRA, 
we have noticed an increase in appointment retention in some of  the ‘tougher cases.’ Those 
clients that might not feel 100% on board with treatment [for example, those who are] 
court mandated, [those who say] ‘I’m doing this for my family,’ and those who believe that 
if  it’s not their drug of  choice it’s not an issue, etc. These clients seem to benefit from the 
special connection our peer provides…. Having a peer co-facilitate groups has proven very 
helpful for client engagement. A good peer can use personal experience to help others feel 
comfortable and relate.” 

Effective engagement by peers also creates opportunities for others in the system to 
generate revenues. “The ability to utilize the CPRA for community support or outreach 
allows the clinicians to staff  the office and provide sessions as necessary.” 

Precinct-based 
peer support 
through 
Brooklyn 
CLEAR

Jeffrey Coots, Director of the From Punishment to Public Health Initiative at John Jay 
College, also reports the positive impact of peers in a post-booking diversion program 
targeting people arrested for misdemeanor drug possession and given Desk Appearance 
Tickets. The program is designed to reach people in the twenty days between their arrest 
and their arraignment date in court. After an assessment conducted by a social worker, 
people have the option to proactively engage in the social service of their choice; if they do 
so, the District Attorney dismisses the case, which is dropped prior to arraignment and thus 
never shows up on a background check. Coots observes that the peer worker, who responds 
directly to the precinct, interacts “in the moment of crisis and builds a relationship. People stay 
in the program because of the engagement by the peer.” 

A natural experiment unfolded in this program in 2020, when the peers were unable 
to meet clients in the precinct because of COVID restrictions, and the success rate of 
connecting clients to services dropped significantly. In 2021, when peers were back to work 
in the precincts, they engaged over 360 clients facing a broader set of charges, including 
petit larceny (i.e. shoplifting) and helped to resolve cases for over 140 individuals prior 
to their arraignment. The benefits of being connected to social services and not having a 
criminal arrest record are substantial for program participants, and, as Coots points out, 
“keeping cases out of court reduces costs.” 

NEEDS ASSESSMENT

In developing the Navigator Certificate, the Institute 
reviewed peer training and peer jobs available in 
health sectors. Models for Medicaid-reimbursed peer 
positions have been developed in the mental health and 
substance use treatment systems. NYS Office of Mental 
Health and NYS Office of Addiction Services and 
Supports provide guidance about the types of work 
peers can do that are billable.17 

Stakeholders have pointed to the profound impact 
peer workers have on the people they support within 
these health systems. Notably, peer engagement 
also has a financial dimension within these systems. For 
example, when peer workers increase the number of 
people showing up for medical appointments, there are 
benefits for the individuals receiving care as well as for 
the providers who can bill Medicaid for those “kept” 
appointments. Here are illustrations of the double 
impact of peer workers:

Peer certification models from 
behavioral and mental health fields



Transparency about the value of peer workers—
improved care for the people served, financial 
soundness for employers of hiring peer workers, 
and savings to costly public systems—should lead 
to reinvestment in the peer workforce. Such 
reinvestment should include living wage entry-level 
salaries, opportunities for increases, and ongoing 
professional development. 
 
Concerns about peer models that have been identified 
within health systems should be considered carefully in 
determining how these models might be adapted for 
the criminal legal system. Wages are often depressed 
for peer-designated jobs and are at the low end of 
the already low compensation for work in the human 
services field.18  

An analysis of NYC labor market data for 2020 
published by the NYC Department of Health and 
Mental Hygiene Peer and Community Health Worker 

Workforce Consortium found that the “median 
estimated annual ‘Market Salary’ for peer roles 
is $32,000. If we only looked at posted salary 
information (included in 55% of the job postings), 
the median salary is $35,000.”19 The “living wage” 
in New York City for a single adult with no children 
during a comparable time period was estimated at 
$32,742,20 so the labor market data suggest that many 
workers in peer roles were not earning a living wage 
if they were single adults, and even higher proportions 
were not earning a living wage if they had children. 
Medicaid reimbursement, a sustainable source of 
funding for agencies large enough to have a Medicaid 
billing administrative infrastructure in place, may not 
be an option for agencies (including newer grassroots 
agencies) that do not have capacity to bill Medicaid 
and are on the front line of criminal legal system reform 
through the use of mentors, violence interrupters, and 
other credible messenger roles.

Peer training and employment  
in mental health and substance 
use treatment systems 

Government and nonprofit agencies as well as higher 
education institutions in NYC are demonstrating innovative 
approaches to peer training and employment within the 
mental health and behavioral health systems that also 
intersect with the criminal legal system. 
 
Certification for peer support in New York State’s mental 
health field began in 2015. Training is offered through 
the Peer Academy to become a New York Certified Peer 
Specialist, “a person who, by virtue of special knowledge, 
training, and experience, is uniquely able to inform, 
motivate, guide, and support persons in recovery from a 
mental health condition, diagnosis or major life disruption.” 
21Howie the Harp, a program of Community Access, 
offers training by peers, for peers.22 Peer Specialist jobs 
exist in mental health programs based in clinics, hospitals, 
and community programs. As an example of a career 
pathway, NYC Health and Hospitals Corporation has Peer 
Specialist I, II, and III job titles, with associated increases in 
responsibilities and salary.23

 
The nonprofit Center for Alternative Sentencing and 
Employment Services (CASES) offered the first alternative 
to incarceration in New York for people with serious 

mental illness facing felony convictions and provides a range 
of mental health clinical services and court advocacy, that 
include peer support. CASES hires certified Peer Specialists 
to join multi-disciplinary behavioral health teams, and Senior 
Peer Specialists are responsible for supervising peer staff.  
Peer workers not only offer support to program participants 
but also engage in mutual support for each other 
as colleagues. 
 
In the substance use treatment field, a partnership among 
NYC Small Business Services (SBS), New York Alliance for 
Careers in Health Care (NYACHC), and the City University 
of New York (CUNY) paved the way for Certified Recovery 
Peer Advocate trainings at three CUNY campuses that offer 
college credit.24 The nonprofit Exponents offers trainings 
taught by peers, for peers who seek employment in the 
substance use treatment sector.25 OASAS has instituted 
requirements for certified peer workers in the staffing 
structures for licensed substance use treatment programs, 
which creates demand for certification. 
 
More rungs on the peer career ladder are emerging, with 
efforts to develop career pathways for peer workers across 
health, mental health, and behavioral health.26 A NYC 
Health & Hospitals Peer Academy27 offers free training for 
positions as peer counselors in NYC’s hospital system, with 
trainees eligible to receive NYS Certified Peer Specialist 
and Certified Recovery Peer Advocate credentials.

– 14 –

NEEDS ASSESSMENT
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At the time of designing the Navigator Certificate, there 
was no criminal legal system model comparable to 
those in the health fields for training and certification for 
peers. “Forensic” elements were in place some existing 
training programs, such as a robust criminal legal system 
component of Howie the Harp’s Peer Specialist training. 
A new, peer-led effort, the NYC Justice Peer Initiative 
is underway to expand and leverage the power of 
Justice Peers to contribute to criminal legal system 
transformation.28 In other jurisdictions, health-sector 
based trainings and jobs also include 
“forensic” programs.29

A wide range of job titles in the criminal legal system 
value lived experience. Some roles, particularly in gun 
violence prevention and youth justice, capture the value 
of lived experience in the title “credible messenger.” 
Some employers have broadened their recruitment 
practices to seek candidates impacted by the criminal 
legal system for job titles that do not explicitly reference 
lived experience.30

 
The potential stigma of the peer label presents a risk 
for people impacted by the criminal legal system. 
NYC’s Fair Chance Act 31 gives job applicants the 
right not to reveal their conviction record until they 
receive a conditional offer of employment. While peer 
certifications and peer titles are a source of pride for 
peer workers, in the criminal legal field they may also 
have the effect of implying a conviction history. Listing 
these certifications or titles on a resume or application 
can leave job seekers vulnerable to discrimination in 
employment searches and in other contexts such as 
bank and housing applications.
 
Some credible messengers in the criminal legal field 
have also objected to establishing certification for their 
work. They have questioned the idea that knowledge or 
skills learned in a training would make someone more 
qualified to do their work than life experience. There is 
also a concern, shared by workers and advocates, that 
creating a certification in the criminal legal field could 
have the unintended consequence of establishing a new 
barrier to workforce entry for people who are already 
subject to overt discrimination and implicit bias because 
of their criminal legal system involvement. Individuals 
who do not obtain certification but who are otherwise 

Are models of peer certification 
from the health sectors adaptable 
for the criminal legal field?

qualified to do a mentor, navigator, or other credible 
messenger job could find themselves excluded from 
the job market.
 
For these reasons, the traditional benefits of an “industry-
recognized credential”—a credential mandated by 
a funder or licensing agency and required by an 
employer—need to be weighed against the potential 
downsides in the context of the criminal legal system. 
Research and anecdotal information from the behavioral 
health field suggest that peer workforce models from 
these fields have many strengths but need to be adapted 
with caution. The integration of peers into mental health 
care has had some unintended consequences, highlighted 
in a study of peer support work in Pennsylvania. This 
study found that “peer workers frequently remain 
underpaid and unable to advance professionally. The 
institutionalization of peer support serves as a barrier to 
worker entry and retention and highlights tensions between 
the consumer-driven origin of the recovery field and the 
current mental healthcare system. The institutionalization 
of roles defined by experiential expertise, such as peer 
support, has the potential to reduce the very centrality of 
experiential expertise, reproduce social inequalities, and 
paradoxically impact stigma.” 32

NEEDS ASSESSMENT

To address the concerns of people with lived 
experience in the criminal legal system, 
adaptations of peer models from the health 
fields would need to ensure options for 
meaningful career pathways:

•	 Skills development from training and 
apprenticeship to entry level employment  
and ongoing professional development; 

•	 Robust wages and benefits at entry level,  
followed by multiple levels of 
advancement and salary increases; 

•	 Portability into related fields, and pay 
increases through lateral moves across 
employers; and 
 

•	 Support for directly impacted individuals 
who wish to pursue professional routes 
without the peer designation.
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Training options have expanded in the criminal legal 
field for people with lived experience in the criminal 
legal system who currently work, or seek employment, 
in mentor, violence interrupter, and other credible 
messenger roles. 

The Institute for Transformative Mentoring (ITM), 
based at The New School, offers a semester-long, 
three-credit training for “credible messengers (formerly 
incarcerated men and women)” who are already 
working in mentor positions to “help young people 
navigate community violence and avoid the criminal 
justice system.”33 Employers refer workers in credible 
messenger jobs to this training. With the slogan 
“healed people heal people,” the training “is 
structured using restorative justice practices and 
interactive learning to support participants in engaging 
deeply with the material and each other. The college-
level course covers trauma-informed care, youth 
development, history of mass incarceration and a 
social justice framework, and career advancement.”
 
The Credible Messenger Justice Center, a partnership 
of the NYC Department of Probation, CUNY, and 
Community Connections for Youth, is a “training and 
research center, policy and practice thought leader, and 
program incubator for an approach to social reform” 
with trainings that include:

•	 A menu of trainings covering topics relevant to 
credible messenger work, such as Risk Assessment 
and Safety Planning, Gang Awareness; 
 

•	 A multi-session Credible Messenger Institute that 
offers “support, coaching, and development in both 
personal and professional aspects;” and 

•	 A four-course (16 credit) certificate in Community 
Leadership in partnership with CUNY School of 
Labor and Urban Studies, as well as a non-credit 
bearing, six session certificate training.34 

These training and educational opportunities reflect a 
shift toward interventions that rely on people with lived 
experience at the forefront of youth justice and violence 
prevention. With the NYC Department of Probation 
as a partner, the CMJC focuses on hiring and training 
people with conviction histories as a strategy for 
effective community-based public safety. As a technical 
assistance provider for other jurisdictions, CMJC also 
supports replication of the Arches credible messenger 
mentoring model nationally. 

Notably, the CMJC and ITM trainings have not resulted 
in the creation of an employer- or funder-mandated 
credential.  Even without such a mandate, these trainings 
help to distill the core practices and competencies 
needed to do credible messenger mentoring work. The 
Atlantic reported on the experience of Mark Mertens, 
who participated in a multi-jurisdiction CMJC training 
in 2019 as leader of the Division of Youth & Family 
Services in Milwaukee Country. Mertens “said it’s easier 
to follow in the footsteps of a codified program like 
Arches. It also helps that the workforce is increasingly 
credentialed, as would-be credible messengers get 
trained in motivational interviewing, substance-abuse 
counseling, and restorative justice. “There are starting 
to be some established practices around the work.” 35

As credible messenger work continues to grow, with 
the quality of work supported through training and 
professional development, it is essential for the 
criminal legal field to create more full-time jobs 
with robust wages and benefits. Although the Urban 
Institute Arches evaluation in 2018 noted the need for 
more full-time jobs for credible messenger mentors, 
the criminal legal sector has continued to rely on many 
part-time mentor jobs with requirements for 24/7 
availability.36 Living wage jobs with benefits are core 
to addressing racial inequity as the criminal legal field 
brings more people with lived experience—who are 
disproportionately members of historically overpoliced 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) 
communities—into the human services workforce.

NEEDS ASSESSMENT

Training for people with lived 
experience in the criminal 
legal system
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The Institute’s survey of available trainings informed 
plans to complement and expand on this ecosystem. 
The Institute did not want to duplicate existing 
credible messenger training. Nor did the Institute 
seek to replicate certification trainings in the mental 
and behavioral health spheres, which could with 
relative ease add a specialization to address the 
overlap in criminal legal issues with behavioral and 
mental health issues. 

Taking into account the variety of jobs that value lived experience in the 
criminal legal system, the Institute also decided not to tie the training to one job 
title, which would limit the value of the certificate to the labor market demand 
for that job.

With the support of MOCJ, the Institute opted to drop both the “peer” and 
“forensic” designations from the title of the Navigator Certificate. Additionally, 
the Institute did not advocate for MOCJ or employers to require the Navigator 
Certificate for a specific job title. The Navigator training prepares students to 
pursue and thrive in peer roles as well as other human services jobs.

Navigator 
Certificate 
Design
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Program design values emerged from the needs 
assessment process that (1) guide the Institute’s services 
for certificate students and (2) strengthen students’ 
access to the human services workforce.

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE DESIGN

•	 Draw on the wisdom of people with lived 
experience already working in human 
services, and on the expressed needs of 
employers seeking to hire directly  
impacted workers. 

•	 Prepare students with the foundational 
knowledge, lens of critical thinking, and 
portable, in-demand skills to be hired and 
promoted in a growing array of human 
services jobs. 

•	 Connect classroom to workplace through  
field placement/internship as well as  
class exercises. 

•	 Engage academic and professional studies 
partners across John Jay College in 
developing a certificate that is valued  
by employers and translates to  
academic credit. 

•	 Build support across the human services 
sector and criminal legal field for living-
wage jobs and career pathways that value 
relevant lived experience.

My job is to engage the clients 
and let them know how 
important health care is. I 
have clients who haven’t been 
to dentist in fifteen years…I 
feel like super special, not too 
many people can do my job.  
You can have ten degrees and 
you still couldn’t identify with 
my clientele.  I have a high 
retention rate of getting guys to 
come back and see doctors.  I 
like what I do, it’s rewarding… 
I think the Navigator Certificate 
is a strong program.  It was 
impactful in my life. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

Design Values 
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Working at the nexus of academia, research, policy, 
and direct service practice, the Institute brought together 
John Jay faculty partners with partners at nonprofit and 
City agencies that serve—and hire—people impacted 
by the justice system. Crucially, the creation of a new 
certificate program also provided the opportunity 
for people with lived experience in the criminal legal 
system working in human services to be partners in the 
program’s design. From this partnership a plan 
emerged to:

1	 Center the experience of directly impacted people. 
People with lived experience in the criminal justice 
system are members of the advisory committee, 
participated in focus groups and interviews, and are 
on the teaching team for the Navigator Certificate. 
Alumni give feedback and return as advisors to the 
program. In this way, directly impacted people are 
involved in every aspect of design, implementation, 
and adjustment as the program constantly evolves. 

2	 Partner with employers in a Career Pathways 
model. The Institute partners with employers to 
identify in-demand skills and core competencies, 
develop curriculum, refer workers to the training, 
host field placements for students, hire graduates, 
and provide ongoing feedback. 

3	 Partner with John Jay Undergraduate Studies 
to align the Navigator Certificate training with 
college coursework and create an onramp 
to higher education. The certificate curriculum 
introduces the key theoretical concepts of human 
services to build understanding of the social 
construction of race/ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, 
as well as the economic forces that shape human 
services. Knowledge of community level data and 
demographics allows our students to situate their 
own experience in a broader context and be 
more effective leaders and advocates—in their 
workplaces and in their communities. The Institute 
credits and thanks Dr. Jama Adams, John Jay 
College Associate Professor of Africana Studies 
and lead faculty for the Navigator Certificate, and 
Dr. Jessica Gordon-Nembhard, Chairperson of 
the Africana Studies Department, for creating this 
foundational course. 

4	 Draw on Adult Learning Theory to create 
transformational training that connects classroom 
learning with work. The Navigator Certificate 
curriculum design is informed by a particular focus 
on learning and learning transfer to ensure that 
the education and skills introduced in the classroom 
setting are transferred to the participants’ real-
world employment or field placement settings.37 

The training is designed not only for knowledge 
acquisition, but also to contribute to  personal 
transformation--the development of self-awareness 
about our impact on others that is essential to be 
effective in the workplace. The Institute credits and 
thanks David Mensah, a lead instructor for the 
Navigator Certificate, for centering the principles 
of Adult Learning Theory in his classes and helping 
the Institute extend this design approach to the 
entire program. 

I was nervous about going back 
to school [for the Navigator 
Certificate]. It had been years. 
Dr. Jama [Adams] didn’t hold 
our hand, he made us feel 
that we were worthy, that our 
background is nothing to be 
ashamed of, and it gives us a 
leg up. Society makes you feel 
shameful for your past, [but Dr. 
Adams] didn’t. He said to use 
this as a way to move forward 
and help others. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE DESIGN

A career pathways approach 
nested in academia
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For training design 

In addition to the design principles above, 
recommendations from the Institute’s Career Pathways 
Advisory Committee and other stakeholders also guided 
development of the Navigator Certificate curriculum 
and overall program approach.  Advisory committee 
discussions influenced many aspects of program 
design and other Institute efforts, and the resulting 
recommendations are likely to be of interest to others 
developing training and jobs in human services for 
people with lived experience:

•	 Expand the definition of “peer” to include 
immediate family members in the target pool 
of students with “lived experience in the 
criminal legal system.” Most Navigator students 
are formerly incarcerated or have other direct 
involvement in the criminal legal system, and the 
Institute also accepts people whose immediate 
family members are directly impacted. The 
advisory committee –and eventually the Navigator 
students themselves—expressed in the strongest 
terms that it is essential to recognize the impact 
of incarceration on family members and to 
incorporate family members into community healing 
and criminal legal system reform. The wisdom 
of this inclusive definition of “lived experience in 
the criminal legal system” has been borne out in 
the program, as Navigator students who were 
formerly incarcerated become more deeply 
sensitized to family concerns by learning alongside 
students whose family members were incarcerated. 
Similarly, Navigator students who were not 
incarcerated gain a new awareness about the 
prison experience from their fellow Navigators. This 
inclusivity ensures that all students emerge from the 
program better prepared for their work and able 
to engage with families. 

•	 Create opportunities for people with lived 
experience who don’t yet have a high 
school degree and want to pursue work as 
navigators, mentors, and other peer/credible 
messenger roles. It was not possible for the 
Navigator Certificate to offer college credit (a 

requirement set by our funder and a priority for 
our stakeholders) and accept students without 
a high school degree. However, the Institute 
developed a new HSE Connect program which 
offers preparation for the High School Equivalency 
exam with wraparound support specifically for 
adults aged 24 and up impacted by the criminal 
legal system. A partnership with the Manhattan 
Educational Opportunity Center (MEOC), this 
program is a pipeline to higher education.  Students 
who obtain an HSE have a “warm hand-off” to 
the Institute’s college access programs and the 
Navigator Certificate. 

•	 Begin training for human services positions 
while people are in prison so they are prepared 
to continue training and start working when they 
are released. The advisory committee has urged 
the Institute to look for opportunities to initiate 
training for people who are incarcerated and 
wish to pursue employment in human services upon 
release. The Institute is aligned with this goal and 
will explore opportunities to offer in-prison training 
as well as create bridges from prison programs to 
the Navigator Certificate.    

In December 2018, prior to the launch of the Navigator 
Certificate program, the Institute convened a meeting of 
stakeholders, including people directly impacted by the 
criminal legal system, training and education providers, 
employers, and private and government funders. The 
Institute had shared a “map of the landscape” that 
described training and employment opportunities for 
people with lived experience in the criminal legal 
system. This landscape document focused on the fields 
of health/mental health, substance use/recovery, and 
criminal justice/violence intervention. The goal of the 
convening was to initiate an ongoing conversation 
among stakeholders, leading to greater connection and 
coordination across the ecosystem of training resources 
and job opportunities. 

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE DESIGN

Stakeholder 
recommendations
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For coordination across the 
peer training and employment 
ecosystem

•	 Explore how colleges and training programs 
can collaborate to align their credit requirements 
so students can easily transfer credits from one 
program to another. Within the City University of 
New York (CUNY) system, historically, each CUNY 
campus has had its own policies and practices 
for providing credit for prior learning. This has 
created challenges for effective credit-transfer 
between CUNY campuses as well as from non-CUNY 
programs. CUNY has created a University policy 
on granting credit for prior learning and is in the 
midst of evaluating these processes. Note: CUNY 
now has a webpage featuring supports for students 
with conviction records: www.cuny.edu/civics/support-
student-conviction-records/ 

•	 Develop training for supervisors to provide 
effective supervision for peer/credible messenger 
employees and contribute to their ongoing 
professional development. This must address the 
importance of changing organizational culture to 
be able to effectively and equitably integrate peer 
positions. (See section on the Institute’s Collective 
Leadership Supervisor Training, below.) 

•	 Educate funders on the importance of supporting 
professional development for peer positions. 
Nonprofit agencies that employ peers (typically 
those which also provide peer services) often have 
to improvise their own professional development for 
peer positions, stretching their already-tight budgets.  

•	 Encourage funders to dedicate specific, ample 
support for providers to work together. Nonprofits 
are typically instructed by funders to “collaborate” 
and build a “continuum” of services and resources. At 
the same time, funders pressure nonprofits to be able 
to identify and disaggregate the outcomes resulting 
from their specific intervention – which inherently 
discourages true collaboration with complementary 
or supplementary services and resources provided 

by other organizations. In addition to directly 
funding “collective action” initiatives or projects, 
funders need to recognize these often require a 
third-party coordinator/facilitator, and be willing 
to support the full costs of effectively coordinating 
services and resources.  

•	 Develop a comprehensive City-wide resource 
guide for education and training options, as well 
as a central source of labor market information/
job bank for peer positions. A centralized collection 
of resources and services would serve as a hub 
for service providers as well as people seeking 
resources, enabling providers to more effectively 
make referrals for people as needed. While a 
digital guide is the obvious route in today’s world, 
hard copies of the guide are also necessary for use 
in correctional facilities where people do not have 
internet access.  

While many of these recommendations still need to be 
addressed in the evolving field of credible messenger/
peer workforce development, some resources emerged 
to strengthen the field: 

•	 The Credible Messenger Justice Center maintains 
an online listing of career opportunities for credible 
messengers cmjcenter.org/careers/ 

•	 The NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, 
Peer & Community Health Worker Workforce 
Consortium created a matrix of New York State 
health-related peer certifications and credentials   
docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15oBjDTgCC4S0bh
LwMGRmi5hyDnIWwlLRBTwNcPaCW7E/edit#gid=0 

•	 The Peer & Community Health Worker Workforce 
Consortium published labor market data in 2020, 
with analysis of online job postings for jobs with 
“peer,” “credible messenger,” and “violence 
interrupter” in the title. 
mcusercontent.com/760aea3c07df7a33b39b8b811/
files/02266974-bd0c-44fc-b122-6bf1b1e7dfba/
NYC_Peer_Workforce_2020_Workforce_Analysis_
v2.pdf

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE DESIGN

www.cuny.edu/civics/support-student-conviction-records/
www.cuny.edu/civics/support-student-conviction-records/
cmjcenter.org/careers/
docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15oBjDTgCC4S0bhLwMGRmi5hyDnIWwlLRBTwNcPaCW7E/edit#gid=0
docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15oBjDTgCC4S0bhLwMGRmi5hyDnIWwlLRBTwNcPaCW7E/edit#gid=0
mcusercontent.com/760aea3c07df7a33b39b8b811/files/02266974-bd0c-44fc-b122-6bf1b1e7dfba/NYC_Peer_Workforce_2020_Workforce_Analysis_v2.pdf
mcusercontent.com/760aea3c07df7a33b39b8b811/files/02266974-bd0c-44fc-b122-6bf1b1e7dfba/NYC_Peer_Workforce_2020_Workforce_Analysis_v2.pdf
mcusercontent.com/760aea3c07df7a33b39b8b811/files/02266974-bd0c-44fc-b122-6bf1b1e7dfba/NYC_Peer_Workforce_2020_Workforce_Analysis_v2.pdf
mcusercontent.com/760aea3c07df7a33b39b8b811/files/02266974-bd0c-44fc-b122-6bf1b1e7dfba/NYC_Peer_Workforce_2020_Workforce_Analysis_v2.pdf
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Navigator 
Certificate 
Implementation

Building on the core wisdom of our students’ lived 
experience, the Navigator Certificate prepares 
students to enter and advance in the human services 
workforce. The curriculum is designed to develop 
a set of competencies that employers and people 
with lived experience in the criminal legal system 
have identified as crucial for workplace success. 

Students in the program also develop competencies needed for success in 
higher education. The Navigator Certificate learning objectives align with 
those of the John Jay College undergraduate major in Human Services 
and Community Justice. Students learn the skills needed for following a 
syllabus, decoding academic articles, producing written assignments, and 
using technology for higher education. They also develop time management 
and help-seeking skills appropriate to the demands of taking two college-
level courses. Navigator students who are interested in pursuing a college 
degree are referred to the Institute’s College Initiative (CI) which supports 
them in their academic journey.
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NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE IMPLEMENTATION

EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS (“SOFT SKILLS”) 

•	 Understands workplace norms and boundaries 

•	 Takes responsibility and initiative,  
asks for feedback 

•	 Able to practice stress management  
and self-care 

•	 Communicates effectively with program 
participants, coworkers, and supervisors

FOUNDATIONAL HUMAN SERVICES JOB SKILLS 
(“HARD SKILLS”) 

•	 Brings cultural competence and sensitivity 
to gender, race/ethnicity, and sexuality to 
interactions 

•	 Listens empathically and can identify 
“Stages of Change” and use evidence-based 
Motivational Interviewing skills38 

•	 Works effectively with people impacted by 
trauma, racialized capitalism, and multiple 
social service systems 
 

•	 Navigates social service systems and 
effectively links people with services 

•	 Able to implement service processes (e.g. 
intake, assessment, paper and online referrals) 

•	 Writes effectively for basic human services 
(email etiquette, referral letters, case notes) 

•	 Able to apply technology skills in human 
services context (basic office software, mobile 
platforms, online search for services, online 
search for criminal justice status information) 

•	 Guides people impacted by criminal legal 
system using knowledge of legal rights  
and of the system

HIGHER EDUCATION STUDENT SUCCESS SKILLS 

•	 Decodes academic articles 

•	 Meets basic academic writing requirements 
(including citations) 

•	 Manages time and assignments

PEER SUPPORT SKILLS

•	 Uses peer-to-peer strategies to seek support,  
give support, and enhance learning in  
academic context 

•	 Uses peer-to-peer strategies to seek  
support for workplace challenges and  
to find job opportunities 

The Navigator Certificate learning objectives  
are in the Appendix.

What I got [from the Navigator 
program] was how to look 
for services, how to properly 
navigate resources.  That was 
key. They have to be appropriate 
for what you’re doing. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

Core competencies
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Prior to the pandemic, the Navigator Certificate class 
was held in person, twice weekly, typically Tuesday and 
Thursday nights, 6-9pm, for sixteen weeks. Additional 
intensive immersions were offered: Social Resilience 
Model training (2 days), Motivational Interviewing (2 
days), & Work Readiness Classes. 
 
Students spent well over 100 hours in classes and a 
minimum of ten hours at a field placement/service 
learning project. At the start of the semester, orientation 
sessions included tech skills onboarding, welcome 
tours of the John Jay Campus, and introduction to the 
culture of the Navigator Certificate program. After 
the semester, a festive community graduation was 
held to celebrate our students’ tremendous efforts and 
achievements with family, friends, and community. 

After the Navigator program, I wanted 
to go back to school. I owed money 
on old student loans. I had a bad track 
record. I spoke to Desiree [Gomez, 
academic advisor at the Institute’s 
College Initiative], she really stepped 
up with everything and gave me 
confidence. She said, ‘you’re people-
centered.’ We took my student loans 
out of deferment, I have a payment 
plan and settled accounts with my old 
school where I did my associates. 

One of my big concerns, before the 
Navigator program, was that I live in 
my own little bubble, and it takes me 
a while to let other people in. Even 
though I do social work, I’m very 
isolated. Groups are very awkward 
for me when I have to interact outside 
of friends and work, where there are 
rules you follow. Being in Navigator 
with all those people in that college-
style setting showed me I could do it. 
If I was able to do Navigator and get 
along with people, it shouldn’t be that 
bad going back to school--I know I 
can handle that interaction with other 
people without incident. I’m going to 
be with all these people and all these 
personalities, and now I know I’m 
ready to deal with that. And at work 
too, you don’t have to like people to 
help them, you just have to know how 
to point them in the right direction to 
get them the resources. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE IMPLEMENTATION

Covid-19 and Remote Learning
The Navigator Certificate is so focused on 
community-building and the development of 
human skills—learning that happens best in-
person—that the transition to remote learning 
required a fundamental reorientation of the 
program, rethinking teaching strategies and 
leveling-up student tech skills. To make these 
changes, the Institute cancelled the spring 2020 
cohort when CUNY shut all campuses. Over 
the spring and summer, the Institute offered 
online workshops to keep students connected 
to each other and build student comfort with 
remote learning. These students were invited 
to return to a fully online fall 2020 cohort. 
Ten students opted into the fall cohort to earn 
their Navigator Certificate online. The Institute 
offered fully remote cohorts in 2021 and hybrid 
cohorts in 2022.

Program logistics
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Helen (Skip) Skipper 
Spring 2019 Cohort 

Walking into the Navigator Certificate classroom 
was like a culture shock! I walked in thinking I knew 
everything – I was already a Peer Supervisor working 
at DOHMH (New York City Department of Health and 
Mental Hygiene) but I was introduced to a whole new 
ecosystem where words had different constructs and 
meanings. A world where ‘agency’ did not mean the 
place where you went to beg for services but meant 
your own innate capacity to act on your behalf! 

I leaned into this newfound knowledge. The 
Navigator classes ignited a fire within me. I learned 
of the world of higher education – the benefits of 
academia and where that could take me, and more 
importantly, the power of my advocacy. I developed 
my critical and analytical thinking and used that to 
define where I was going and what I wanted to do. 
I realized that I am needed in this space of criminal 
justice reform. The thoughts and talents of all of us 
with lived experience are so vitally needed. Being 
traumatized by this broken system and using those 
lived experiences as fuel to inform and fodder to 
reform is tantamount to a call to glory!! 

This system tried its hardest to break me – but the 
Navigator program pulled the pieces together and 
then built me back up. In pulling in the teachings, I 
realized the objective for me was to continue with 
my education. I have a Masters of Life and a Ph.D. 
in Lived Experiences, but to be the change agent that 
I needed to be, I needed a formal college education 
– the rhetoric that would gain me entrance into the 
policymakers’ lair.

I am no longer begging for a seat at the table – I am 
the table – policymakers need to come sit with me! 

So, the Navigator training put that fire in me. I’m 
proud to announce that I went right into St. Francis 
College, and I am the first person from the St. Francis 
College Justice Initiatives (formerly Post-Prison) 
program to be invited into the Honors classes! 

I used to think my strength and expertise lay in 
Behavioral Health, but the Navigator program showed 
me the machinations and mechanisms that comprise 
the intersectionality of behavioral health and criminal 
justice, and that is where I focus my research, my 
studies, and my career trajectory. I major in Criminal 

Justice and will be taking my education to a Ph.D., as 
I am intent upon conducting ethnographic research 
on gender-responsive issues during incarceration and 
re-entry. I will also become a “Convict Criminologist,” 
which is a criminologist who uses their lived 
experiences to conduct research and inform policies. 

After the Navigator program I was hired as Peer 
Coordinator at the New York City Criminal Justice 
Agency and was then given two promotions, 
to Senior Manager of Peer Services. Taking the 
Institute’s Collective Leadership Supervisor Training 
strengthened my supervisory know-how, and I had a 
team of 15 peers reporting to me directly. Everything 
the Navigator program taught was directly applicable 
to my work. It’s a framework to move into human 
services for people in the class who aren’t working 
yet. I was already working, and the class dispelled 
some of the myths and notions I had. 

The Navigator program gave us copies of the 
readings, all the supplies, books, and Metrocards – 
everything we needed. The program opened the door 
for us, and gave us what we need to stay in the class 
– the supports we need to keep learning.

I would like to point out the sense of community we 
fostered through the Navigator program. Meals were 
provided, and we ate together as a community – as a 
family. We traveled together back and forth, arranged 
study dates, and really embodied “all for one and one 
for all.” There were people in the class for whom this 
was entirely new, and we banded together. We went 
to each other’s house and worked on our assignments 
together to make sure we were successful. And 
through my positive experiences with that, I built 
the community component that is instilled within my 
current work team where we have daily huddles to 
greet the day and each other, and have an informal 
space to talk about challenges and celebrate each 
other! 

Note: In 2022, Skip became the inaugural Executive Director of the NYC 
Justice Peer Initiative (JPI). In a joint application, JPI and CASES were 
selected by SAMHSA as a winner of the Recovery Innovation Challenge, 
which seeks to identify innovative practices in behavioral health that 
advance recovery on the ground and in the community. Skip also received 
the inaugural “Rising Star” award from College and Community Fellowship.

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUMNI PERSPECTIVES 
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The Navigator Certificate teaches more 
than a basic curriculum or employment 
skills. It is a leadership development 
program designed to build a sense of 
community that extends into students’ 
daily lives, and skills that graduates 
will use throughout their professional 
and personal journeys. 

1	 Self-care practices. Teaching and practicing self-
care is foundational to our training for people 
with lived experience in the criminal legal system. 
Navigator students witness and participate in 
self-care during their training, so that they can 
continue these practices at work and model 
self-care for the people they work with.  Our 
students are doing transformational internal 
work during the training and will be expected 
to do intensive transformational work on the job, 
too; retraumatization can happen in personal, 
educational, and work settings. We offer a two-
day immersion in the Social Resilience Model 
(SRM)40 near the start of the semester-long 
Navigator Certificate, followed up by six SRM 
practice sessions over the rest of the semester. 
Students are taught practices for strengthening 
and loving the self, gaining ability to access 
resilience that emerges through SRM grounding and 
visualization practices. Directly impacted individuals 
co-facilitate the SRM practice, so that our students 
are learning self-care from people who have faced 
similar challenges and can more specifically guide 
our students in implementing self-care practices in 
their lives.  

2	 Cohort model. Unlike a traditional college course 
or professional training, the Navigator Certificate’s 
intensive individual learning is nested in a 
supportive peer community. The intentional peer 
support starts during Navigator student orientation, 
continues through the semester, is celebrated 
in a graduation, and continues through alumni 
networks. Students work together in small groups 
to prepare for class, supporting each other in 
meeting the challenges of college coursework. The 
strategies of peer support are woven throughout 
the curriculum, from peer editing techniques taught 

in writing classes, to the peer coaching tool taught 
in the core employability skills curriculum. Students 
create chat groups on social media platforms (not 
administered by the Institute) as a way to support 
each other in fulfilling the demanding attendance 
and coursework requirements. Our goal is that 
the Navigator students will build social capital, 
taking this peer support model from the Navigator 
Certificate community, staying in touch with each 
other as well as the staff, and creating support 
systems for themselves in their workplaces. 

3	 Human skills. Termed the “keys to new economy 
opportunity” by Burning Glass,41 the human 
skills of communication, collaboration, critical 
thinking, analytical skills, and creativity are 
embedded in the teaching and learning of the 
Navigator Certificate. Navigator students work 
in teams throughout the semester, building their 
communication and problem-solving skills as they 
study and complete assignments.

4	 Transformational teaching and the practicum 
model. Every aspect of the Navigator Certificate 
is designed to be used. Assignments are not 
theoretical academic papers, but reflective 
practice opportunities, asking students to write 
about how their classroom learning relates to 
experiences in their field placements and work 
places. Transformational teaching also relies on 
nontraditional pedagogy, such as the leadership 
development coaching that is embedded in our 
core employability skills training and a mentorship 
approach by Navigator instructors. 

5	 Building a “family atmosphere” and meeting 
basic needs. When the Navigator Certificate meets 
in person, the Institute provides hot, nutritious meals, 
eaten together as a community. Students receive 
Metrocards for travel to the John Jay campus, 
and to field placements. Many Navigator students 
experience food insecurity and economic distress, 
so food and transportation support are essential  
to a nurturing environment in which students can 
focus on their learning and growth because basic 
needs are met. The Institute provides all course 
texts and educational supplies free of charge,  
as well as providing Internet hotspots and  
lending laptop computers.

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE IMPLEMENTATION

Essential practices39
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going back to college are referred to the Institute’s 
College Initiative (CI). CI staff join the Navigator 
orientation and community meals so that there is 
a developing relationship and a “warm hand-off” 
to academic advisors who can assist Navigator 
students and alumni with identifying a college 
program that best suits their needs, clearing up old 
debts or other financial barriers, submitting college 
and financial aid applications, and linking them to 
CI mentors. Navigator alumni who enroll at John 
Jay receive six credits (three credits for one of the 
core courses in the Human Services and Community 
Justice major, Africana Studies 145, and three 
credits toward an elective in this major, Counseling 
280). Several other colleges (BMCC, St. Francis 
College, and Bronx Community College currently, 
and others anticipated) also award undergraduate 
credits for related human services degrees. 

Workplace boundaries and personal 
transformation. The Navigator Certificate strives 
to deepen our students’ awareness of the nuances 
of peer and credible messenger work in order to 
maintain appropriate relationships with program 
participants, co-workers, and supervisors. The 
Navigator Certificate teaches students about ethics, 
in alignment with the learning objectives of John 
Jay’s Human Services and Community Justice major. 
But Navigator Certificate workplace preparation 
is not as simple as requiring employees to adhere 
to ethical standards, even when the standards are 
tailored to peer roles. Instead, we aim to foster 
in students a sophisticated internal sensitivity to 
boundary concerns, and enhance their capacity for 
positive relationships with supervisors so they feel 
confident requesting guidance when it’s needed.  
 
In some areas of peer-designated work, 
ethical boundaries for peers have been clearly 
delineated as different from boundaries for other 
professionals. For example, people training for 
Certified Recovery Peer Advocate and other peer 
roles in the substance use recovery field learn 
in their training that while ethics would prevent 
clinicians from going to the home of a client for 
a meal, or from inviting a client into their own 
home for a meal, these kinds of close personal 
experiences can be an accepted and even 
desirable part of the peer role.  

6	 Wraparound services. The Institute links Navigator 
students with other support services as needed, 
including housing, health, and mental health services. 

7	 Portable skills such as writing for human services 
and tech for human services. The Navigator 
Certificate is designed to link any peer or credible 
messenger job to wider webs of work opportunities, 
supporting upward mobility within an organization, 
as well as lateral and upward mobility across 
organizations and across human services (such 
as a shift from substance use/recovery or gun 
violence prevention into reentry or health services). 
Navigator Certificate core competencies such as 
Tech for Human Services and Writing for Human 
Services are applicable across many jobs and 
sectors. For example, writing skills taught in the 
Navigator Certificate are universal (use of active 
tense, use of appropriate detail) but grounded in 
human services considerations (intended audience 
and their need for information, confidentiality, etc.). 

8	 Employment services and career pathways. 
Each Navigator student must complete an up-
to-date professional resume and a career plan 
prior to graduation. Institute staff work with 
Navigator students who are not yet employed in 
human services to identify areas of interest and 
link students with host sites for a service learning/
field placement opportunity of ten hours or more 
in a direct service (not administrative) environment. 
For Navigator students who are employed in 
human services, the field placement is a chance to 
explore new areas of work outside their current job 
description. Previous Navigator students have been 
able to try out new responsibilities, with the support 
of their supervisor and Institute staff, ultimately 
leading to an expanded job portfolio and pay 
increase. Institute staff have assisted alumni in their 
job searches and have helped overcome barriers 
to human services employment in correctional 
settings. While the pandemic has affected these 
services, they remain at the core of the vision for 
the Navigator Certificate. 
 

9	 Educational pathways. The Navigator Certificate 
is an intentional onramp to higher education. 
Navigator students who are interested in starting or 

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE IMPLEMENTATION
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Yet, even when boundaries are different for peer 
roles, boundaries are still important, and they vary 
across programs and organizations. Guidelines 
may be imposed by a government funder or by 
agency policy. There is no single set of rules to 
be memorized by people with lived experience, 
who are being asked to build transformative 
relationships with program participants (or 
prospective participants) and abide by the 
particular policies of their program and the agency 
that employs them. And there is no way to predict 
all the potentially challenging situations that can 
arise in a human services job.  
 
That is why the Navigator Certificate aims to 
develop a consciousness rather than teach a set 
of rules. What emerged in the Navigator design 
process, through dozens of conversations with 
directly impacted workers and with employers, is 
the need to train resilient, thoughtful workers who 
are attuned to boundary considerations, aware of 
what motivates their desire to help others, and feel 
comfortable seeking guidance from supervisors and 
others at their agencies. 
 
As anticipated, Navigator Certificate students who 
are working in a variety of roles that value lived 
experience have shared some of their boundary 
challenges in the class. Here is a work situation that 
a Navigator student encountered: 

I do outreach in parole offices, connecting with the 
people as they come in to meet with their parole 
officers. One time I went across the street to get pizza 
for lunch, and one of  the men saw me coming out of  
the store. I could tell he was hungry. I wanted to give 
him my food. If  I did that, the other guys would see 
me and want pizza too. Plus I was hungry myself. The 
next time I met with my supervisor I asked if  we could 
buy pizza for everyone in the outreach group. He 
checked it out, and we got that in the budget.  
 

Finding a sustainable way to address people’s 
food insecurity and hunger in the context of 
building strong relationships with them is a 
relatively simple example of the kinds of 
boundary and ethics issues workers with lived 
experience face daily. Serious situations of 
boundary-crossing in human services settings 
can include workers getting involved in romantic 
relationships with program participants, 
inviting program participants who don’t have 
housing to come stay in a worker’s home, and 
workers becoming aware of, or involved in, 
illegal activities. While these challenges have 
always been part of human services work, the 
dimension of personal involvement and personal 
risk is different for workers who have been 
hired explicitly to create personal connections. 
Violations of complex boundary issues and 
agency policies have serious consequences for 
peer workers. These complex issues must be 
discussed in order to create an agency culture 
that supports employees with lived experience 
similar to those of program participants. 
Within a supportive agency culture, the 
personal connections built by workers with lived 
experience are powerful and offer the context 
for healing, healthy choices, and transformation 
among the people being served.

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE IMPLEMENTATION
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The Navigator Certificate curriculum includes an 
intensive introduction to Motivational Interviewing (MI). 
Recognized as an evidence-based practice to reduce 
recidivism, MI is widely used in programs within the 
criminal legal system; in addition, MI skills are also  
in demand across an array of human services programs 
and interventions. In NYC, MI training is offered to  
a broad range of human services professionals as an 
“evidence-based, person-centered counseling method” 
that “offers tools to engage community members in 
compassionate, respective, and collaborative  
helping relationships.” 42 

With its focus on empathic listening and mirroring, MI is 
particularly valuable for workers with lived experience 
in the criminal legal system. For peer and credible 
messenger workers who have life experiences similar 
to the program participants they work with, there may 
be a temptation to think “if I can do it, you can” or “you 
should do it the way I did it.” MI skills can help protect 
against the tendency to believe that one’s own solutions 
are the answer to other people’s problems—a tendency 
that arises in all human services workers, not only those 
with lived experience. Instead, MI emphasizes empathic 
listening to surface a program participant’s specific 
motivations and goals, leading to a much stronger 
level of buy-in to whatever action steps the 
participant chooses. 

The Institute credits and thanks Dr. Bukky Kolawole 
for partnering in the development of a unique MI-
based curriculum that grounds choices about self-
disclosure of lived experience within a human services 
context. The curriculum combines the deep connection 
and engagement of sharing personal stories with the 
empathic listening, reflecting, and affirming skills of MI. 
Navigator students are supported in a process of self-
reflection about how and when they choose to share 
their own stories in the service of their work with other 
people. This has benefits for Navigator students, who 
may encounter an expectation about self-disclosure in 
the workplace that has the potential to be exhausting or 
re-traumatizing, as well as for the program participants 
that Navigator students and alumni will serve.

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE IMPLEMENTATION

Listening to and sharing lived 
experience: Dimensions of 
Motivational Interviewing
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Sammy Santana
Fall 2019 Cohort 

Before I began the Navigator program, I worked 
as a peer advocate at the Brooklyn Peer Advocacy 
Center. I didn’t have a certificate, but I was working 
full time. While I was in the Navigator program, I also 
completed Academy of Peer Service certification, so I 
became a Peer Specialist.  I needed three references 
for that certificate, and other Navigator students wrote 
letters for me. After graduating from the Navigator 
program, I got a raise and was promoted to Manager 
of Brooklyn Self-Help.

The Navigator program was good for networking and 
interacting with people. In our field, we are isolated. 
The peer advocate movement is new, so I’m the 
only person who can understand what I’m doing. In 
Navigator classes, you learn about the whole reentry 
field--cleaning rap sheets, and reentry programs that 
can offer additional services. The clientele at Brooklyn 
Self Help have a diagnosis or serious mental illness 
and also are affected by the criminal legal system. 
So in Navigator, I learned all the resources available, 
I made all these connections and broadened my 
resources. It opened a lot of doors. 

After Navigator, I was ready to tackle everything with 
the participants in my program. I felt more prepared, I 
felt I had more to offer them than when I started in the 
position. If there was something I couldn’t do myself, I 
knew who to point you to in the right direction.
The Navigator program is hands on, it’s kinetic. You 
have the informational components, and then the 
interaction with the instructor giving you one on one 
feedback. You have the cohort experience, other 
people you interact with and exchange ideas. Even if 
you don’t agree you get this feedback. With Navigator 
you learn ‘this is why, this is the reason.’ 
During the pandemic, my work shifted online. 
I created online groups from scratch, set up the 
zoom and conference calls. As program manager, I 
was responsible for recruiting, attendance records, 
progress notes, monthly reports, demographics—all 
the record keeping. [The Institute’s] Tech class was 
important to prepare for record keeping I had to do 
when I started the manager position. Doing progress 
notes [in the Navigator class on Writing for Human 
Services], I thought, maybe at some point I’ll have 
to do this….Well, that’s the exact thing I had to start 
doing at work. 

I was living in a transitional shelter during most of 
Navigator, and moved into an apartment about three 
months after the program. Every other week I’ll get 
a call from a friend, and people I don’t know come 
out of nowhere, saying “people told me you can get 
resources, can you help me?” I’m the guy they go to. I 
feel more comfortable. I have the knowledge and the 
tools, let’s make it happen.

It wasn’t until I was getting feedback from other 
people in the Navigator program that I was able to 
shine. I thought, ‘Maybe they’re right, I am good at that.’ 

The Navigator program is well thought out, with the 
additional support services for it to be successful. 
You have some people who might be working and 
some not working. Everybody got a Metrocard 
and a meal before class. Little things like that were 
important. Even the backpack with the supplies, and 
the computers to borrow. Some of us might not have 
access to that. Some participants didn’t have that, and 
they were grateful not to have to find some weird way 
to get a Metrocard or pass out from not eating.

My goal is to have a leadership role at a nonprofit 
organization. After the Navigator Certificate, I was 
selected for the Institute’s Fellowship program at the 
David Rockefeller Fund, where I advised on grant-
making. I had concerns about working closely with 
a new team, but it turned out to be an excellent 
experience.  The passion that everyone shares for 
wanting to better the world through the DR Fund 
creates a respectful, communal atmosphere. Not 
once did I feel out of place or that I didn’t belong. The 
collegial environment changed the dynamic from 
“people I work with” to “people I collaborate with.” 

Note: In 2022, Sammy became the Assistant Store Manager at the Housing 
Works Thrift Shop in Brooklyn.

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUMNI PERSPECTIVES 
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The Navigator Certificate is open to students who have 
lived experience in the criminal legal system (directly 
impacted or have immediate family who is directly 
impacted) and want to work in human services. 
Students must:

•	 Be 18+ years old 

•	 Have a high school degree or equivalent 

•	 Have basic tech skills  

•	 Complete an online application 

•	 Provide a reference letter 

Considering the college-level rigor of the program and 
because of what we know about adult learning—that 
teaching is most effective when adults can use what 
they’re learning—the best matches are:  

•	 People who are currently working in entry-level 
roles and can immediately apply their learning at 
their workplaces; or 

•	 People who have some prior college experience, 
including college in prison. 

A total of 98 students earned the Navigator 
Certificate in Human Services and Community
Justice from 2019 – 2022.

For the first time in my life 
[in the Navigator program] 
I felt this is where I belong. 
Being among other formerly 
incarcerated, it gave me the 
drive to say ‘My work is 
valuable. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM
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NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE STUDENTS & GRADUATES

The Institute reached out to alumni to hear their 
perspectives on whether the program met the
goals of:
 
•	 Preparing people with lived experience in the 

criminal legal system for jobs and promotions in 
human services, and 
 

•	 Building academic readiness and generating 
interest in starting or returning to college.

Two-thirds of the alumni from our first two cohorts 
(29/44 graduates from spring and fall of 2019) 
participated in focus groups, interviews and/or online 
surveys regarding their experiences after completing 
the Navigator Certificate.

You feel more prepared, and 
you feel ready to look for a 
job after Navigator. Sometimes 
there’s this intimidation—how 
do I compare to the sixty other 
people applying? What am 
I bringing to the table that’s 
going to be appealing to them? 
I have this certificate, this 
proves I’ve gone above and 
beyond and put time into it. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

I look at my community with 
a different eye and see the 
disparities.  The Navigator class 
made me feel more confident 
that my role in the organization 
matters, even entry level, 
because that role helps achieve 
the overall goal. So I don’t 
see it as less-than, but the 
opportunity to do the best that I 
can in that position. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

Post-program employment 
and education 
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Alumni economic 
mobility*

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE STUDENTS & GRADUATES

EMPLOYMENT BARRIERS
Three alumni respondents were not employed at  
16-22 months post-program. They identified the 
following barriers to employment:

•	 COVID-19
•	 Difficulty knowing where to job search
•	 Prior criminal legal system involvement

Many alumni experienced major salary 
growth. At 16-22 months post-program, 
there was an increase from three to ten 
respondents earning more than $46k. 
The top salary range increased from 
$46k-55k to $71k-80k.

95+5+K95+5+K 79%66%
of alumni respondents 
experienced  
employment gains
a new job, a promotion, or expanded job duties 

of alumni respondents  
increased salary 

*29 alumni responded to a survey sent in April 2021 to all 44 alumni of cohorts  
1 & 2 / Spring & Fall 2019. The data on this page is based on their responses. 

gained benefits (health 
insurance, paid leave, etc)

were promoted to a  
supervisory role

went from working part-time  
to full-time employment

went from no employment  
to full-time jobs in  
human services (3 earning  
$41k-$45k, and 1 earning 
$36k-$40k)

8

5

5

4

ALUMNI JOB TITLES 
The breadth of work Navigator graduates do across 
the spectrum of human services is reflected in the  
array of job titles shared by survey respondents:

Acting Director

Care Navigator

Case Manager

Certified Recovery  
PeerAdvocate

Co-Founder/COO

Community Activist

Community Health Worker

Development Associate

Home Health Aide

House Manager

Housing Specialist

Lead Employment  
Training Specialist

Manager of Peer Services

Mortuary Technician

Peer Bridger

Peer Counselor

Peer Specialist

Program Manager 

Senior Coach

Senior Peer Bridger

Senior Peer Supervisor

Supervisor of  
Work Experiences

Training Associate

Youth & Young Adult Mentor  
Case Manager/Career  
Development Facilitator







OTHER GAINS

Of the 29 people in this sample:
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Navigator Certificate alumni are leaders and 
community builders.  Entrepreneurial alumni have 
started their own nonprofits, providing services for 
immigrants and for young people, and a business. 
Other alumni have served as policy advocates and 
volunteer leaders. Several serve as advisory committee 
members for the Navigator Certificate. Two completed 
training as community researchers, earning research 
ethics certification and working as members of an 
Urban Institute research team.

Served as policy advocates

Volunteered at food pantries

Started a new nonprofit to  
assist immigrants and mentor 
young people

Started a new networking 
platform for formerly 
incarcerated people

Received bonus for performance 
during pandemic

Served as community 
researchers (with ethics  
research certification)

The Navigator Certificate was a 
great learning experience…I was 
still in the course of reentry, I’m 
not that far away. I jumped in full 
body… criminal justice reform is 
still personal for me. I got a lot out 
of the Navigator program…My 
perception has changed. Community 
resources need to be advocated for 
in communities like mine. It helped 
me identify the intersection between 
mental health, substance abuse, and 
the criminal justice system. That was 
a huge turning point for me.
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

Alumni leadership

I see the need in my community. I 
got a chance to intern with Osborne 
in court advocacy…I got to see 
where we are as a people, we’re 
in trauma and trouble, we need 
help.  There’s needs going unmet 
and issues not addressed, and those 
of us who have an opportunity to 
go under the surface and assist, it’s 
important.  It’s one of the reasons I 
decided to stay in school and study. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM
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Alumni education

NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE STUDENTS & GRADUATES

For Navigator Certificate students  
interested in higher education,  
the program provides:

The writing class, and having 
the college culture, a little taste 
of it from Navigator, the time on 
Blackboard [learning management 
system]--all of that was new prior 
to Navigator.  So when I went to 
Hostos, I knew how to work my way 
around…A lot of professors are 
surprised at the way I respond.  I do 
a lot of reaching out in one-on-one 
hours.  Knowing how to address 
the professors, that I learned from 
Navigator.  It gives me that little 
edge to get through.  My first 
semester I have a 3.5 GPA.  I’m an 
older guy. I haven’t been to school 
in almost thirty years.  To come out 
and accomplish this, I owe it all to 
the Navigator program. 
— NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE ALUM

A supported first experience  
of college-level coursework  
for students with no prior college

A path back to college  
and degree completion for  
students who had some  
prior college experience 

6 undergraduate credits toward 
a related human services degree 
after enrollment at colleges with 
articulation agreements 
(CUNY: Borough of Manhattan Community 
College, Bronx Community College, John Jay 
College; also St. Francis College)

 

Links to education services for 
students seeking a second degree 
or other certificate trainings

Direct connection to the Institute’s 
College Initiative (CI) program, 
which offers assistance with college 
applications and financial aid 
applications, along with  
peer mentoring 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alumni college enrollments
3 at John Jay College 
2 at St. Francis College
1 at SUNY Empire State College

of alumni in first three 
cohorts sought CI services  
for higher ed 95+5+K41%












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95+5+K34% 

Living in private residence

Living in housing other than 
private residence, including 
halfway house, scattersite, 
supportive and transitional 
housing, shelter, residential 
programs, and other housing.

95+5+K66%

This section contains information for the 98 Navigator 
Certificate alumni, 2019-2022.

RACE GENDER

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

20 YEARS (Youngest)

43 YEARS (Median)

68 YEARS (Oldest)

AGE AT INTAKE HOUSING DURING PROGRAM

3 AMERICAN INDIAN 
   OR ALASKA NATIVE

6 CAUCASIAN/
   WHITE

51 MALE42 FEMALE

1 GENDER 
NONCONFORMING

19 HISPANIC, LATINIX
     OR SPANISH

8 MULTI-RACIAL

60 BLACK/ AFRICAN  
     AMERICAN

2 UNKNOWN

1 NONBINARY

1 TRANS MAN

2 UNKNOWN

Demographics 
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LENGTH OF INCARCERATION (N=77)*

* INCLUDES ALUMNI WHO WERE IN PRISON AND THOSE WHO WERE 
IN JAIL AND NOT CONVICTED.  

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

1 MONTH (Shortest)

7.3 YEARS (Mean Sentence)

29 YEARS (Longest sentence)

1

2

2

2

1

12

1

12

2

3

1

6

2

1

2

1

3

4

2

3

35

Academy of Peer Services

Baltic Street Inc.

Center for Employment 
Opportunities

Center for Urban Community 
Services

Community Health  
Action of Staten Island

Exponents

Exodus Transitional Community

Fortune Society

GOSO

Housing Works

Justice Leadership USA

Osborne Association

Parole Officer

Probation Officer 

Samaritan Daytop Village

Second Chance Reentry

The Institute’s College Initiative

The Institute’s  
Prison-to-College Pipeline

The Institute’s Other Services

Women’s Prison Association

Word of Mouth/Other

98

SOURCE OF 
REFERRALS

NUMBER OF 
REFERRALS

Legal System 
Involvement & 
Referral Sources

LIVED EXPERIENCE IN THE LEGAL SYSTEM (N=98)

This section contains information for the 98 Navigator 
Certificate alumni, 2019-2022.

19 INVOLVED IN THE  
LEGAL SYSTEM AND 
WAS NOT CONVICTED

10 NOT  
INVOLVED  
IN THE LEGAL  
SYSTEM  
BUT HAS  
A FAMILY 
MEMBER 
WHO IS

69 INVOLVED  
IN THE LEGAL 
SYSTEM  
AND WAS  
CONVICTED
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Workforce  
Access &  
Organizational 
Culture
Realizing that investments in tech 
skills training and supervisory training 
would be integral to the success of 
the Navigator Certificate, the Institute 
proposed a new Tech 101 course and 
the Collective Leadership Supervisor 
Training to the Mayor’s Office of Criminal 
Justice, which approved development and 
delivery of these training programs.

Developing digital technology skills is absolutely essential 
for success in the workforce, including the human services 
workforce, for people who are formerly incarcerated. 
Even jobs that are conducted in the field rather than the 
office require digital skills; in fact, many navigator positions 
require use of tablets and other mobile devices. From online 
job search to communication via email, people with lived 
experience in the criminal legal system need digital skills to 
find and retain employment.

Tech 101 was developed as an in-person, entry-level course 
that introduced fundamental technology skills needed in 

today’s workforce and gave students hands-on experience 
with technology in workforce readiness applications. This 
course was designed for people with lived experience in the 
criminal justice system who are completely new to computers 
or who want more instruction to prepare for an entry-level 
position in today’s market.  

In a classroom setting, students were provided with a laptop 
computer and Internet connection. The course introduced the 
Microsoft Office Suite and Google G-Suite, with a focus on 
teaching tech skills directly applicable to job search (e.g. 
using internet search skills to look for jobs, using Microsoft 
Word skills to develop a resume, etc.).  Students also 
learned about online privacy and managing their online 
footprint. Fast Company featured Tech 101 noting that 
“for people that served sentences that began before 
computers were widely available, our current tech 
landscape is inscrutable.” 

Like the Institute’s other in-person trainings, Tech 101 was 
suspended in the spring of 2020 due to the pandemic. The 
Institute has continued to address student technology needs 
in other ways, including giving students tablets and hotspots 
for internet access and providing one-on-one remote 
tech tutoring.  As part of the pivot to remote tech skills 
instruction, all students served by the Institute receive a tech 
assessment and have access to the Northstar Digital Literacy 
training online, with individual tech tutoring as needed from 
Institute staff to scaffold the Northstar online curriculum. A 
revamped, remote Tech class is also being offered. 

Tech 101: Introduction to 
technology for the workplace 
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Training for supervisors is often the 
best way to invest in the development 
of all employees and produce mission-
consistent outcomes. However, 
targeted training to supervisors of 
people impacted by the criminal legal 
system has the potential to shift 
organizational culture at a crucial time, 
when many employers seek to increase 
the diversity of their workforces and 
expand hiring for people who were 
formerly incarcerated.

 
The Institute developed the Collective Leadership Supervisor 
Training (CLST) in partnership with David Mensah, a 
leadership development trainer and executive coach who has 
also served as lead instructor for the Navigator Certificate. 
The 21-hour course was designed in response to employer-
partners and people with lived experience working in human 
services who identified key issues related to communication, 
professional boundaries, and employee experiences of 
trauma. The training is delivered in three full-day, in-person 
sessions, or seven 3-hour online sessions. The training increases 
supervisors’ capacity to convey workplace expectations 
and performance feedback, builds their trauma-informed 
supervision practices, and develops a “collective leadership” 
approach that makes space for initiative and leadership by 
employees at all levels. 

The course is offered over approximately ten weeks in order 
to allow time for practice and reflection between training 
sessions. Supervisors are expected to report back to the class 
on successes/challenges in their efforts to practice the skills 
learned and to receive additional training and coaching. 

WORKFORCE ACCESS & ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
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Collective Leadership 
Supervisor Training

1	 Coaching and Giving Feedback:  
strengthen supervisory skills including  
relationship building, listening, coaching,  
and giving effective feedback. 

2	I nitiative, Accountability and Leadership:  
increase capacity to foster supervisees’ initiative, 
self-accountability and practical leadership 
regardless of their level of authority. 

3	 Self-Reflection and Asking for Feedback:  
refine the use of supervision practices to assess  
the supervisor’s own effectiveness and close the 
gap between supervisory intention and the  
actual impact of supervisory intervention on  
those supervised.

4	 Supervision and Trauma-Informed Best Practices: 
strengthen the fundamental supervisory practices  
to work with all employees, including those 
impacted by trauma. Learn to provide trauma-
informed supervision without diagnosing or 
providing treatment. 

5	 Organizational Culture: learn to read and 
interpret organizational culture systems in order 
to supervise effectively within these systems, as 
well as challenge these systems to expand in order 
to support a more equitable diversity of staff, 
management, and leadership.

6	 Professional Boundaries: increase awareness of 
the role that effective professional boundaries 
play in a healthy organizational culture and then 
model and supervise staff to develop and maintain 
effective boundaries.

Learning Objectives 
for Supervisors 
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WORKFORCE ACCESS & ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

Ten Collective Leadership Supervisor Training cohorts 
have been held from fall 2019 through summer 2022, 
training 274 supervisors who were responsible for 
supervising 1,792 staff and interns.

These trainings have deepened supervisory 
capacity across the spectrum of NYC human services 
organizations, from youth justice and reentry to 
behavioral health, housing, and employment programs. 
In post-program surveys, supervisors described their 
experience in the training as follows:

life-changing and transformative…many of my 
reflex practices are now being revamped.

I now have the tools to actually cultivate the 
leadership skills of my supervisees rather than 
having them rely on me for direction…I’m much 
more conscious of how I can do better about creating 
leadership culture. 

I am committed to hiring individuals with lived 
experience and now feel better prepared to offer the 
support and structure to set any employee from any 
background up for success.

this training…has changed the way I lead.

Is responsive to employers: Our  
employer-partners acknowledged that, 
alongside hiring people with lived 
experience in the criminal legal system for 
human services work, it’s essential to build 
skills among supervisors. 

Equips supervisors to expand workplace 
culture to support all workers, including workers 
impacted by the legal system and other systems.

Addresses ways that community and individual 
staff trauma can impact supervisors: Creating 
a culture where trauma is acknowledged and 
healing can happen but supervisors aren’t 
expected to be therapists.

Is a workforce development strategy for 
people with lived experience in the criminal 
legal system: nearly a third of enrolled 
supervisors are directly impacted, so this training 
is a strategy for supporting their promotions in 
the human services workforce.

Is an investment in supervisors with a broader 
impact on all staff and, ultimately, participants.

YIELDS IMPACT ON 1,792 STAFF AND IN
TER

NS

TR
A

IN
IN

G FO
R 274 SUPERVISO

RS

Collective Leadership 
Supervisor Training Impact
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The Navigator Certificate is an intensive program, the 
equivalent of two college level courses. To support 
Navigator students in gaining the core competencies, 
the Certificate has a broad set of learning objectives to 
equip graduates for a wide variety of jobs and further 
academic coursework. The learning objectives also focus 
in depth on the areas that people with lived experience 
and employers identified as crucial, and where the 
Institute brings particular expertise to fill a training need.
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A. Foundational knowledge of human services  
and community justice. Introduction to concepts  
and building understanding in the following areas:

Social construction of race/ethnicity, gender  
and sexuality

Racialized capitalism (impact of systemic racism and 
capitalism on individual choices—human services work 
within the existing political economy) 

Human services sector: the roles and functions 
of government agencies and community-based 
organizations in the creation and delivery of  
human services.

Human services profession and ethics, including 
history, values, and approaches to helping people  
and communities.

Community development and community-based 
approaches to justice

Understanding of who is impacted by the criminal 
legal system: individual and community level data 
and special needs (race, health, gender, mental health, 
impacted communities)

Helping processes: working with people who have 
experienced trauma and violence, substance use/
treatment, and the criminal legal system

Community activism

Criminal legal system 101: introduction to the NYC 
and NYS systems

Know your rights: introduction to legal protections for 
people with conviction records who seek employment 
and housing

B. Human Services (“hard”) Skills
Skills development and practice in the  
following areas:

NYC Social services and referral strategies (how  
to find and access services; includes introduction to  
intake/assessment)

Stages of Change & Motivational Interviewing

Finding voice & listening: Drawing on lived experience 
as part of engaging people in services and supporting 
people in making positive choices. Using Motivational 
Interviewing skills, students will develop a theoretical 
framework and practical skills for engaging people in 
human services. Students will explore how their lived 
experience with the criminal legal system can inform 
their listening to the people they work with 

Social Resilience Model: Neuroscience of self-
regulation + emotional self-regulation skills for trauma-
informed practice

Writing for human services: practical writing skills for 
professional emails, referral letters, and case notes

Technology for human services: using mobile devices 
in the field, accessing human services databases, 
making online referrals, finding online information about 
criminal justice status.

APPENDIX:  NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Learning Objectives
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C. Employability (“soft”) skills
Skills development and practice essential to  
human services workplaces (and applicable  
to all workplace settings):

Collective Leadership: taking responsibility, reflecting 
on one’s work, asking for feedback from others, using 
peer coaching to facilitate leadership in others

Organizational culture: navigating workplace norms 
and expectations 

Workplace boundaries: gaining clarity about roles and 
seeking help with boundary challenges

Communication: understanding and being responsive 
to different communication styles, shifting communication 
approach to increase effectiveness 

Self-care and emotional regulation using the Social 
Resilience Model

D. Higher Education (student success) skills

Navigator Certificate students additionally 
develop competencies needed for success in higher 
education. These competencies are developed 
through engagement with Institute staff and through 
the formation of a supportive peer network among 
Navigator students. Students learn the skills needed for 
managing workload, reading a syllabus, and reading 
academic articles. They also develop time management 
and help-seeking skills appropriate to the demands of 
taking two college-level courses.

Reading for academia: decoding academic articles, 
reading/following a syllabus

Writing for academia: writing brief papers that bring 
together lived experience/workplace experience/field 
placement experience with human services theoretical 
content; citation style and best practice

Technology for academia: Blackboard learning 
management system

Time management and help-seeking:  
time-blocking and deadline planning, self-identifying 
areas of concern and seeking assistance from staff 
and/or faculty 

Student peer support: peer-to-peer learning offering 
mentorship in areas of strength and seeking 

APPENDIX:  NAVIGATOR CERTIFICATE 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES
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