1

This workbook was produced in 2013 by Goodwill/Easter Seals ReEntry programming and
iSeek Solutions for use in Minnesota Department of Corrections facilities. This workbook is
a companion publication to the STEP AHEAD website of career planning for people with
criminal convictions: www.iseek.org/exoffenders/about-us.html.
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STEP AHEAD Workbook
Introduction
STEP AHEAD is a program designed to support people with convictions to successfully
transition into the community and into employment. The purpose of the STEP AHEAD
workbook, website (www.iseek.org/exoffenders/index.html), and transition class is to help
job seekers become more prepared and confident with the job search process.
This workbook will help you to develop the skills needed to obtain employment. Some of the
specific skills include: writing a quality resume, answering interview questions, and filling out
online applications.
You will be using this workbook to explore your current skills and abilities then match them
with available occupations. This workbook will also help you understand some common
job search challenges so that you can better prepare for job interviews. In addition, you
will learn about the benefits of networking and finding ways to connect with employers.
This workbook focuses on four important steps in career planning process: Assess Yourself,
Create a Plan and Set Goals, Find a Job, and Manager Your Career. For more information
and resources to help with these steps, or to find out how to Explore Careers, or Expand
Skills, go to the STEP AHEAD website (www.iseek.org/exoffenders/index.html).
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Section 1: Assess Yourself
People are more successful and satisfied when their interests and skills are a good fit with
the job they have.
In this section, you will learn more about your personal skills, interests, strengths, and
values so you can choose a job that is a good match for you. Knowing what is important to
you will help you find and keep a satisfying job.

Assess Yourself
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Transferrable Skills
Directions: Transferable skills are skills that are used in one job and can also be applied to another job.
The following are examples of common transferrable skills. Give specific examples of how you have used
these skills. Consider how you have used them in previous jobs, volunteer work, hobbies, schools, and
more. Don’t forget the skills you have gained from work you have done while incarcerated!
1. People Skills. People skills refer to how one interacts with others. If you have good people skills,
you are able to communicate well with others. Give examples of how you have used people skills
in the past:

2. Leadership Skills. Leadership skills involve taking the lead on a task or managing people or things.
Give examples of how you have used leadership skills in the past:

3. Technical Skills. People gain technical skills by working with specific tools, software, or machinery.
For example, if you worked with Microsoft Office in a past job or at school, you have gained a
technical skill. Give examples of how you have used technical skills in the past:

4. Flexibility skills. Flexibility skills refer to the ability to adjust to diverse situations and
environments. Give examples of how you have used flexibility skills in the past:

5. Problem-solving skills. Problem-solving involves recognizing a problem and finding a solution.
Give examples of how you have used problem-solving skills in the past:

Assess Yourself
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Matching Interests to Work Options Exercise

Like skills, it is helpful to know which types of activities interest you. You can use the activities below to help match
your interests to specific occupations. You will use this list to explore careers in another section.
STEP 1: Read each statement. Fill in the square next to the activities that interest you.
I Like To
…do puzzles
…work on cars
…attend concerts, theaters, or art exhibits
…work in teams
…organize things like files, offices, or activities
…set goals for myself
…build things
…read fiction, poetry, or plays
…have clear instructions to follow
…influence or persuade people
…do experiments
…teach or train people
…help people solve their problems
…take care of animals
…have my day structured
…sell things
…do creative writing
…work on science projects
…take on new responsibilities
…heal people
…figure out how things work
…put things together or assemble models
…be creative
…pay attention to details
…do filing or typing
…learn about other cultures
…analyze things like problems, situations, or trends
…play instruments or sing
…dream about starting my own business
…cook
…act in plays
…think things through before making decisions
…work with numbers or charts
…have discussions about issues like politics or current events
…keep records of my work
…be a leader
…work outdoors
…work in an office
…work on math problems
…help people
…draw
…give speeches
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()
()

()

()

()

()
()

()
()

()
()

()

()

()

()

()

()
()

()

()

()

()

()

()

()

()

()
()

()

()
()

()
()

()

()
I

()
()

()

R

Assess Yourself

()

A

()
S

()
E

C

9

STEP 2:
Add the columns at the bottom of chart above. Write down the number of filled circles for
each letter. Write down the number of filled circles for each letter here.
R = Realistic
I = Investigative
A = Artistic
S = Social
E = Enterprising
C = Conventional

Total: _______
Total: _______
Total: _______
Total: _______
Total: _______
Total: _______

STEP 3:
The three letters with the highest scores are your Interest Profile. Record your interest profile
below.
Your Interest Profile:

STEP 4:
Use the “Matching Your Interests to Work Options” section of the STEP AHEAD website to learn
what your interest profile means (www..iseek.org/exoffenders/assess-yourself/matchinginterests.html).
Then use the table on the next page to determine which industries would be a good fit for you
to work in. Underneath the table are examples of jobs within the individual industries that may
interest you. For example, if you are “Realistic,” you may be interested in the agriculture
industry. Therefore, you may want to look for a job as a groundskeeper.

Assess Yourself
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R

I

R

I

Agriculture
Architecture & Construction
Information Technology
Manufacturing
Science, Technology & Math
Transportation
Agriculture
Information Technology
Science, Technology & Math

Agriculture
Information Technology
Science, Technology & Math

A

Arts & Communications
Education & Training

S

Education & Training
Human Service

E

Arts & Communications
Hospitality & Tourism

C

Architecture & Construction
Manufacturing
Transportation

A
Arts & Communications
Education & Training

Education & Training
Information Technology
Science, Technology & Math

Education & Training
Marketing & Sales

S
Education & Training
Human Service

E

C

Arts & Communications
Hospitality & Tourism

Architecture & Construction
Manufacturing
Transportation

Education & Training
Marketing & Sales
Arts & Communications
Education & Training
Hospitality & Tourism
Marketing & Sales
Arts & Communications
Education & Training
Marketing & Sales
Arts & Communications
Marketing & Sales

Arts & Communications
Education & Training
Marketing & Sales

Arts & Communications
Marketing & Sales

Education & Training
Hospitality & Tourism
Human Service
Marketing & Sales
Arts & Communications
Business & Management
Marketing & Sales

Arts & Communications
Business & Management
Marketing & Sales
Arts & Communications
Business & Management
Hospitality & Tourism
Marketing & Sales

Business & Management
Information Technology

Business & Management
Information Technology

Architecture & Construction
Business & Management
Manufacturing
Marketing & Sales
Transportation

Agriculture: landscapers and groundskeepers, power plant operators, farmers, animal caretakers
Architecture & Construction: construction workers, highway maintenance workers, plumbers, electricians
Information Technology: computer support specialists, computer engineers, web developers, information system managers
Manufacturing: forklift operators, precision assemblers, machinists, metal workers
Science, Technology & Math: engineering technicians, social science research assistants, safety engineers, manufacturing engineering technologists, natural sciences managers
Transportation: freight handlers, small engine mechanics, auto body repairers, supply chain managers
Education & Training: library assistant, adult and vocational education teachers, university teachers, instructional coordinators
Arts & Communications: prepress workers, camera equipment repairers, musicians, graphic designers
Hospitality & Tourism: cooks, counter attendants, janitors, restaurant managers
Marketing & Sales: customer service representatives, salespeople, sales supervisors, real estate agents
Human Service: clergy, sociologists, mental health counselors, hairstylists, and barbers
Business & Management: receptionists, management analysts, interpreters and translators, office managers
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Likes and Dislikes
Directions: Answer the following questions in the spaces provided.
1. Describe your present lifestyle. What are your hobbies? What do you do when you not
working or in school?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
2. What part(s) of your life do you enjoy the most? Time with your family? Learning new
things? Hanging out with friends? Other?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
3. What part(s) of your life do you dislike? Do you expect this to change soon?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
4. Who are the most important people in your life? How do they influence your decisions?
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
5. If you have work experience, what did you like and dislike about your current or past
jobs? List 3 likes and 3 dislikes.
Likes
1.
2.
3.

Dislikes
1.
2.
3.

6. List four careers you have thought about doing. Describe why you are interested in each
one.
1) _____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
2) _____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
3) _____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
4) _____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
Assess Yourself
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Strengths
Often times an employer will ask you what your strengths are. Some of you may ask yourself,
“What are strengths?” Strengths are the skills and things that you do well. You may feel
uncomfortable talking about things that you do well to a potential employer; however, it is
important to discuss your strengths in job interviews so you can stand out from other
applicants.
Directions: Look at the list of strengths below. Check all the strengths you think apply to you
and include as many as you can. Add any others you can think of.
Honest
Friendly
Punctual
Dependable
Cooperative
Like Responsibility
Neat Appearance
Willing to Learn
Works Well Under Pressure
Follows Directions Well
Flexible
Can Work Without Constant Supervision
Experience Working with Specific Tools and Equipment
Experience in Specific Service (i.e. Food, Cleaning etc.)
Experience Managing Groups, Money, Time, etc.

Productive
Problem Solving
Creative
Positive Attitude
Can Be Trusted
Hard and Fast Worker
Accurate, Quality Work
Willing to Work Overtime
Neat Work Habits
Learn Quickly
Rarely Gets Angry
Works Well With Others
Can Use Office Software
Fluent in Another Language
Others:

Directions: On the lines provided below write down three strengths from the list above that
you could share during a job interview. Then briefly explain how you have demonstrated each
quality. Potential employers want to hear how you have applied and succeeded with your
strengths. By giving concrete examples you are showing and demonstrating your character.
1. ________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
2. ________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
3. ________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Work Values
A value is something that is of great importance to you.
Directions: Look through the list and check those values you would need to be happy at work.
Then circle the three values that are the most important to you. As you set your job goals, keep
these values in mind, especially the three you have circled as most important to you.
Understanding your values can help you select a job that is a good fit for you.
Job Satisfaction:
 Enjoy and feel good about the work
that I do
 Family and friends approve of
what I do
 Challenging and interesting work
 Work for a company with a
good name

 Able to use talents, skills, and
abilities
 Access to the tools, training, and
other resources
 Opportunities for advancement
within the company
 Be able to direct and supervise others

Money:
 Good wages
 A workers’ union
 Chance to advance in my job

 Good benefits (Sick leave, insurance,
vacation etc.)
 Job is located in a specific area

Work Environment:
 Safe working conditions
 Clean work area
 Quiet work area

 A lot of activity in work area
 Get along well with everyone
 Work with culturally diverse people

Supervision Style:
 A lot of supervision
 Some supervision
 Little supervision

 Have a supportive and fair
supervisor

Time:
 Same hours and days to work
 Opportunity for overtime
 Others: ______________
My Top Three Values:

Assess Yourself
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I Would Fit Well in the Following Jobs
Directions: Now that you have determined your skills, interests, and values, make a list of the
jobs you would want to apply. Then explain why you think they would be a good fit for you.
Job

Assess Yourself
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Review Section 1: Assess Yourself
Now that you have a better idea of what your goals and interests are, you can choose the
positions best suited for you. Occupations that match your strengths, interests or values should
be the main focus of your job search.
Please provide some feedback about what you learned in this section below.
1. What did you learn about yourself and your abilities by taking the assessments? (e.g.
skills, interests, strengths, and values)
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
2. How do you plan to use the information you learned in this section?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

Fact:
Studies have shown that hiring ex-offenders results in a greater retention rates. Employees with
criminal records are more likely to stay with an employer longer, avoiding employee turnover.
For example, a study done at John Hopkins hospital found that their employees with a criminal
background had a far better retention rate over a 40-month period than their non-offender
employees.1
They also found that these employees had the same evaluation scores as their non-offender
employees.1 Many of the employees with criminal backgrounds received promotions and
increases in pay within those 40 months.1

1

Alternative Staffing Alliance, “Persuading Employers to Hire Ex-Offenders.” Alternative Staffing Alliance Annual
Conference Panel, October 2010.

Assess Yourself

16

Assess Yourself: Your Notes

Assess Yourself
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Section 2: Create a Plan and Set Goals
In this section, you will focus on the important details of what you really want
when looking for a job and how to use a schedule to benefit your job search. By
using these tools, you will be able to organize your search into a step-by-step
process and manage your time wisely.
Although you might not use all the suggestions offered, you will get an idea of
how your search can be more concentrated.

Create a Plan and Set Goals
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Employment Planning Worksheet
Date available for work: _________________________________________________
Three jobs I would like to apply for right away:
1. ________________________________________________________________
2.
3.
Cities/locations I am willing to work in:
1.
2.
I want (check two):
 Permanent work

 Full-time work

Minimum acceptable pay: $
Preferred Shifts:
 Days (1st shift)

 Temporary work

 Part-time work

per hour

 Evenings (2nd shift)

 Overnights (3rd Shift)

Benefits I must have:
 Health insurance
 Paid time off
 Life insurance
 Other: Do I have a valid driver’s license?  Yes  No
Do I have transportation to work? Yes  No
If not, how will I get to and from work?

Physical limitations (as noted by doctor):
 Lifting restricted to
pounds
 Low noise level
 Clean air (no dust or fumes)

 Limited sitting or standing
 Wheelchair accessible
 Other:

Cultural accommodations needed:
I want:  Close Supervision  Some Supervision  Little Supervision  To Supervise Others
I prefer to:  Work alone  Work with others
Create a Plan and Set Goals
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Job Search Schedule
Directions: Plan your job search schedule. Make sure to include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Contact your local WorkForce Center
Search for jobs on the Internet
Attend Job Club
Research employers you are interested in
Read newspapers like Employment Guide, JobDig or Star Tribune
Make new contacts (phone or in-person)
Attend job search or related trainings
Update your resume
Write your cover letter

Monday

Create a Plan and Set Goals

Tuesday

Wednesday

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Attend a job fair
Follow-up on job leads
Fill out
number of applications
Follow-up with employer after interview
Attend job interview
Practice interview questions
Ask permission to use employment references
Reach out to your network
Attend professional organization meetings
Thursday

Friday

20

Job Search Schedule continued
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

For a long-term career timeline, go to the STEP AHEAD website (www.iseek.org/exoffenders/create-plan/career-timetable.html).

Create a Plan and Set Goals
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Review Section 2: Create a Plan and Set Goals
Now that you had the opportunity to identify the times of the day that you would like to work,
your preferred salary, and other important details, you should now have a better understanding
of what you will be looking for when you enter the job search process.
Fact:
Research suggests that people who write down their goals, share this information with a friend,
and send weekly updates to that friend are, on average, 33% more successful in accomplishing
their goals than those who merely think about their goals.2

2

Dominican University of California. “Study Backs of Strategies for Achieving Goals” [San Rafael] 2011. Web.

Create a Plan and Set Goals
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Create a Plan and Set Goals: Your Notes
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Create a Plan and Set Goals: Your Notes
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Section 3: Find a Job
In next section you will learn about and/or improve skills that are important for
obtaining a job.
The specific skills that will help you prepare for applying and interviewing for jobs
include:
• Completing an application
• Creating a resume and cover letter
• Answering interview questions
• Completing a reference page
• Deciding the best options for is and when you disclose a disability or felony
to your employer

Find a Job
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Networking
Directions: Fill out the following table with as many people you know who may be able to help you with your job search. Then
contact your network for help in your job search, making sure you let them know what type of work you are looking for.

Group
Family

Name

Relation to You

Phone Number

Address

E-mail Address

Friends

Volunteer

Classmates

Neighbors

Coworkers

Teachers

Job Club
Find a Job
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Past
Employers

Local
Businesses

Support
Groups

Clubs

Religious
Organizations

Community
Organizations

Other

Find a Job
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Employment References
Directions: Circle “T” for true if you believe the person would make a good employment
reference candidate. Circle “F” for false if you believe the person would make a bad
employment reference candidate and explain why.

1. A supervisor from a job you worked for less than 6 months. T or F
2. One of your former high school or college teachers. T or F
3. Your grandmother. T or F
4. A supervisor from a job you worked for over a year. T or F
5. A manager from a job you were fired from. T or F
6. Your parole officer. T or F
7. Your cousin’s husband’s great aunt. T or F
8. Your former coworker. T or F
9. Your kindergarten teacher. T or F
10. Your priest or religious leader. T or F
11. The head of the organization you regularly volunteer with. T or F
12. Your social worker. T or F
13. Your Alcoholics Anonymous sponsor. T or F
14. Your elderly neighbor whose leaves you rake. T or F

Find a Job
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Employment References: Answer Key
1. False. A good reference candidate should know you for at least a year, preferably more.
2. True. A good reference candidate should be able to discuss your work habits and

quality. A former teacher would be able to do this.
3. False. Although your grandmother may know you well, it is recommended that you

avoid family members as reference candidates.
member as subjective.

An employer may view a family

4. True. A good reference candidate should be able to objectively discuss your skills and

the quality of your work. A former supervisor from a job you held for a long time would
be able to do this.
5. False. A manager who fired you would more than likely give you a poor reference.

Thus, you would be less likely to get hired for a new job.
6.

True and False - This is dependent upon your relationship with your P.O.

7. False. It is likely that your cousin’s husband’s great aunt does not have a close enough

relationship with you that they would be able to discuss your moral character.
8. True. It is better to have a reference candidate that is in a leadership position; however, a

coworker would be able to discuss your work habits, skills, duties, and moral character.
9. False. Your kindergarten teacher does not know the person you have grown to be well

enough to be a good reference candidate.
10. False. Avoid reference candidates that could be controversial.
11. True. A volunteer leader is able to discuss work skills, duties, and moral character.
12. False. Avoid reference candidates that may create concern for a potential employer.
13. False. Avoid reference candidates that may create concern for a potential employer.
14. True. Although this reference candidate should supplement more professional reference

candidates, your elderly neighbor could verify your moral character and work ethic.

Find a Job
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Application with Errors
Directions: The following completed job application contains 20 mistakes. Try to find and correct all the
mistakes.

Find a Job
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Mistakes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Find a Job
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Corrections Application with Errors
1. Date – Year not written neatly.
2. Name – Should say “married name” or “maiden name” not “divorced two times.”
3. Zip Code – Incomplete, did not write in all five digits.
4. Permanent address – If this is the same as your present address, you can write “same.” If you
move a lot, list a family member’s address or someone else with stable housing.
5. Phone Number – Should include area code.
6. Social Security Number — Not written clearly.
7. Driver’s license – Did not provide state or license number.
8. Age – Scratched out information.
9. Position Applied For – Should list specific job title or type of position.
10. Available to Work – Indicate as many schedule options as possible, including part time.
11. Wages – Wage listed is too high. The wage should fit the job.
12. Worked for Company Before – Does not use positive terms to explain termination.
13. Education – Did not indicate if graduated high school.
14. Work History – Did not provide enough detail. Also, did not use positive reason for leaving jobs. Use
phrases such as “I wanted to explore other opportunities,” “I wanted a more challenging position,”
or “I took time off to determine what career I really want, relating to what I do well.”
15. Employer Contacts – Should allow them to contact past employers.
16. Discharged by Employer – Used negative term to describe reason for termination.
17. Signed Agreement Forms from Previous Employers – Ask if you do not understand a question.
Do not write that you don’t understand.
18. Periods of Unemployment – Did not give a positive response.
19. References – Did not follow the directions. Also, did not complete the phone number.
20. Acknowledgement – Did not sign.

Find a Job
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Application for Employment
Directions: Fill out the following application as you would if you were actually applying for a
job. Bring this application with you to reference when you fill out actual applications.
Personal Information
Last Name:
First Name:
Date of Birth:
U.S. Citizen:  Yes  No
ID/Driver’s License #:
Social Security #:
Current Address:
City:
State:
Zip:
Length of Time There:
Telephone #:
Cell Phone #:
Permanent Address (if different from present):

Middle Initial:

City:
State:
Zip:
Have you ever been convicted of a felony or misdemeanor:  Yes  No
If yes, please explain:

Education
Type of School

Name/Location

#
of Graduation Degree(s)
Date
Years
Diploma(s)
Attended

or Major Field(s) of
Study

High School

Business/Tech
School
Graduate School

College/University
Undergraduate
Other
Training
(explain)
Other
Training
(explain)

Find a Job
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Skills
Languages Spoken/Written:
Special Training:
Computer Skills:
Machines/Equipment You Can Operate:

U.S. Military Service
Branch:
Rank:
Special Training/Duties:

Date Entered:

Date Discharged:

Employment Experience
1. Employer Name/Organization:
Address:
City:
State:
Zip:
Telephone #:
Dates Employed (Month/Year):
to
Job Title:
Duties:
Starting Salary:
Ending Salary:
Reasoning For Leaving:
Supervisor/Manager Name:
Is this your current employer?  Yes  No
May we contact this employer?  Yes  No

2. Employer Name/Organization:
Address:
City:
State:
Zip:
Telephone #:
Dates Employed (Month/Year):
to
Job Title:
Duties:
Starting Salary:
Ending Salary:
Reasoning For Leaving:
Supervisor/Manager Name:
Is this your current employer?  Yes  No
May we contact this employer?  Yes  No

Find a Job
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3. Employer Name/Organization:
Address:
City:
State:
Zip:
Telephone #:
Dates Employed (Month/Year):
to
Job Title:
Duties:
Starting Salary:
Ending Salary:
Reasoning For Leaving:
Supervisor/Manager Name:
Is this your current employer?  Yes  No
May we contact this employer?  Yes  No

4. Employer Name/Organization:
Address:
City:
State:
Zip:
Telephone #:
Dates Employed (Month/Year):
to
Job Title:
Duties:
Starting Salary:
Ending Salary:
Reasoning For Leaving:
Supervisor/Manager Name:
Is this your current employer?  Yes  No
May we contact this employer?  Yes  No

References
1. Name:
Telephone:

Affiliation:
# Years Known:

2. Name:
Telephone:

Affiliation:
# Years Known:

3. Name:
Telephone:

Affiliation:
# Years Known:

I hereby certify that all of the information provided by me in this application (or any other accompanying or required
documents) is accurate and complete to the best of my knowledge. I understand that the falsification, misrepresentation, or
omission of any facts in said documents will be cause for denial of employment or immediate termination of employment,
regardless of the timing or circumstances of discovery.
In consideration for employment with *company,* if employed, I agree to comply with the rules, regulations, policies, and
procedures of *company* at all times and understand that such obedience is a condition of employment.
I understand that if offered a position with *company,* I will be required to submit to a pre-employment medical examination,
drug screening, and background check as a condition of employment. I understand that unsatisfactory results, refusal to
cooperate with, or any attempt to affect the results of these pre-employment tests and checks will result in withdrawal of any
employment offer or termination of employment if already employed.
BY SIGNING BELOW, I ACKNOWLEDGE THAT I HAVE READ, UNDERSTOOD, AND AGREE TO THE ABOVE STATEMENTS

Date

Find a Job
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Resume and Cover Letter Tips


•
•

•

•

•

•

Anytime a resume is sent by mail or email, it must be accompanied by a cover letter.
The greatest challenge will not be what to include, but what to leave out.
Skills Identification
o Clearly identify your skills.
o Employers want to know what you can do, not just where you have worked.
o Your resume should be an honest presentation of your best qualities.
Language
o What you say is important, but how you say it is just an as important. To highlight you skills
and qualifications, use action verbs.
o Do not use slang or abbreviations.
o Have someone proofread it for spelling and grammatical errors.
Focus
o Keep it brief.
o Target your job search and your resume to your specific job goals.
o Prepare multiple resumes if you are planning to pursue two different occupations.
o Mention the company to which you are applying in the cover letter. Give specific examples
of how your skills match the job they have available.
Appearance
o Should be typed.
o Should be neat, organized, and easy to read.
o Do not fold your resume or cover letter.
Cover letter
o State the date, your name, and your address at the top of the letter.
o Below your name and address, write the name of the person to whom you are writing.
Always address the letter to a specific person by name and title if known. If do not know the
name, simple use a title such as “Office Manager.”
o State your interest in the job for which you are applying.
o Mention your skills, education, special training, and work experience that qualify you for this
job.
o Provide a phone number so the employer can reach you.
o Thank the person for taking the time to read your letter.
o Use an appropriate closing such as “Sincerely.”
o Sign the letter; do not just type your name.
o Avoid starting every sentence with the same word.
o Reflect your individuality, but do not try to be humorous, familiar, or cute.
o Use key words from the ad or industry.
o Show your knowledge of the company.
o Proofread the letter several times to catch errors. Give it to someone else to double check.
Reading it out aloud can help.

Find a Job
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How to Describe Gaps in Employment
A gap in employment is a period of months or years in which one was not employed. An
employment gap is caused by situations such as the inability to find work, going back to school,
or serving a prison sentence. It will appear on your resume when you list your job experience.
Employment gaps are red flags for employers. If they see one on your resume, they will most
likely ask about it during your interview.
Here are some tips on how to minimize the impact of your employment gap:
•

Use a functional resume. This type of resume highlights skills and accomplishments
rather than chronology of employment. It will help cover up any employment gaps you
may have.

•

Get creative when you format your resume. When typing the dates of your past
employment, use a smaller font for the dates and do not bold them. Include a summary
section or an “other achievements” sections to show what you were doing during your
employment gap and to draw attention away from your employment dates.

•

Omit a past job on your resume. You do not have to include your entire employment
history on your resume, especially if omitting a past job will help hide an employment gap.

•

Explain in the cover letter. Doing so will prevent you from being screened out before
you receive an interview. Be honest. The employer will probably want you to explain
further in an interview.

•

Highlight the positive. When explaining your employment gap during an interview,
make sure you explain all the positive things you did during that gap. For example, if it
applies to you, tell the employer that while you were incarcerated you received you GED
or learned a trade.
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Resume Templates
Directions: This template is a general format. You can change the actual content and layout to
fit you. Not all items are required or necessary. The length of the resume depends on your
information. Replace the content descriptions with your own information to create your
resume. Remember to delete this instruction information.
Functional Resume Template
First and Last Name
Address Line 1
Address Line 2
City, State Zip Code
you@email.com
EMPLOYMENT OBJECTIVE
Include objective here
SUMMARY OF QUALIFICATIONS
Qualification—
Short summary of skills, accomplishments or responsibilities for this specific qualification.
Qualification—
Short summary of skills, accomplishments or responsibilities for this specific qualification.
Qualification—
Short summary of skills, accomplishments or responsibilities for this specific qualification.
SUMMARY OF EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCE
Job Title (can include employer and/or dates)
•

Main responsibilities or accomplishments

Job Title (can include employer and/or dates)
•

Main responsibilities or accomplishments

EDUCATION/TRAINING
LICENSES AND CERTIFICATIONS
AWARDS OR PROFESSIONAL MEMBERSHIPS
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Chronological Resume Template
First and Last Name
Address Line 1
Address Line 2
City, State Zip Code
(555) 555-5555
you@email.com
EMPLOYMENT SUMMARY: Include your objective or summary statement here
WORK EXPERIENCE:
Job Title
Employer, City, State
• List your responsibilities, accomplishments, and skills

Dates

Job Title
Employer, City, State
List your responsibilities, accomplishments, and skills

Dates

Job Title
Employer, City, State
List your responsibilities, accomplishments, and skills

Dates

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT:
Position or Project
Organization, City, State
List your responsibilities, accomplishments, and skills

Dates

Position or Project
Organization, City, State
List your responsibilities, accomplishments, and skills

Dates

EDUCATION/TRAINING:
LICENSES AND CERTIFICATIONS:
AWARDS:
PROFESSIONAL MEMBERSHIPS:
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Combination Resume Template
First and Last Name
Address Line 1
Address Line 2
City, State Zip Code
you@email.com
EMPLOYMENT SUMMARY
Include employment objective and/or summary of qualifications here.
SUMMARY OF SKILLS AND/OR EXPERIENCE
Skill or Experience
• Description
• Description
Skill or Experience
• Description
• Description
EMPLOYMENT HISTORY
Job Title
Employer

City, State

Dates

Job Title
Employer

City, State

Dates

Position or Project
Organization

City, State

Dates

Position or Project
Organization

City, State

Dates

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

EDUCATION/TRAINING
Type of Award of Degree:

Degree or Certification Name (GPA if relevant)
Minor if applicable
School Name – City, State

LICENSES AND CERTIFICATIONS
PROFESSIONAL MEMBERSHIPS OR ORGANIZATION
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What to Wear and Bring to an Interview
Directions: Circle the correct answer to complete the statement.
1. On the day of my interview I should wear:
a. Jean shorts
b. Khaki pants
c. My shortest skirt
2. On the day of my interview I should:
a. Shower, brush my teeth, put on deodorant, and comb my hair
b. Roll out of bed and catch a bus to the interview
c. Dye hair orange, paint my nails to match hair, put on chain, and show off tattoos
3. I should bring
to turn in my job application and to my interview:
a. My girlfriend and three kids
b. Copies of my resume, references, pen, notebook, and ID
c. Cigarettes and cell phone
4. I should arrive at my interview:
a. Right when it is supposed to start
b. 15 minutes late. It is good to be fashionably late
c. 10-15 minutes before it starts
5. On the day of my interview, I should wear:
a. Tennis shoes
b. Dress shoes
c. Sandals
6. After the interview, I should:
a. Contact the employer immediately to see if s/he has made a decision yet
b. Write a thank you note or email including any follow-up questions I have
c. Contact the employer multiple times per day, every day, until s/he has decided
7. During my interview, I should:
a. Answer my cell phone when it rings
b. Keep my hat on and use slang and curse words
c. Give clear answers. Sit up straight. Make eye contact with my interviewer.

Correct answers: 1. B, 2. A, 3. B, 4. C, 5. B, 6. B, 7. C
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1. Smile: Smiling shows that you are a friendly person who can get along well with others. 2. Eye Contact: Having poor eye
contact can be interpreted by the employer as you are trying to hide something. 3. Arms unfolded: arms folded shows lack
of interest or unfriendliness. 4. Head tilted to one side: shows you are interested. Head tilted down or back shows
superiority and negative attitude. 5. Firm handshake. 6. Sit Tall: shows you are interested and taking the job seriously

 Sit tall
 Firm handshake
 Eye roll
 Head tilted to one-side
 Head tilted down
 Head tilted back
 Body turned away from interviewer
 Arms unfolded
 Eye contact
 Arms folded
 Smile
Directions: The following movements are examples of body language. Check all the examples
of body language that one should display during a job interview.

Body Language

Sample Job Interview Questions

Directions: Answer the following questions as you would answer them during an interview.
Then look at the answer key to see how well you answered. Finally practice your corrected
answers out loud with proper body language.
1. Tell me about yourself.

2. What kind of job are you interested in?

3. Why are you interested in working for this company?

4. What experience or training do you have for this position?

5. What are your strengths?

6. What are your weaknesses?

7. What do you like best about your most recent job? Least?

8. How would you handle conflict with your supervisor or coworkers?

9. What hours do you want to work? Are you willing to work weekends?

10. Tell me a couple things that are most important to you about a job.
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11. Tell me how you would handle an angry customer.

12. Tell me about an accomplishment you are most proud of.

13. Describe your best boss.

14. Describe your worst boss.

15. Give me an example of how you solved a problem in the past.

16. Where do you see yourself in a year?

17. Give me an example of time you showed leadership.

18. Describe a time you had to ask questions and listen carefully to clarify a customer’s problem.

19. Tell me about a time when your job required high attention to detail.

20. Describe a work decision you have made that you wish you could do over.

21. Do you have questions for me?
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Sample Job Interview Questions: Answer Key
1. You need to mention 2 or 3 skills and include a real-life example of them from a previous job.
2. Be specific so that employer can picture you at the job. Research the job before the interview.
3. Make sure to research the company before the interview and give specific reasons.
4. Read the job description prior to the interview. Describe the skills you have that match the job.
5. Refer back to your completed “Strengths” worksheet to answer this question.
6. Be brief and general. Start by saying something positive, followed by what your weakness is.
End your answer by stating what you are doing to correct that weakness and improve yourself.
For example, “I am very ambitious, but sometimes I do so much it is hard to stay organized.
However, I now keep a planner so all my tasks and goals are in order and get accomplished.”
7. Answer should relate to the job you are interviewing for.
8. You may want to consider delaying your response to the conflict to allow your emotions to calm.
Recognize that you are part of the problem. Own your part and seek way to improve your
relationship by asking what you can do.
9. Be as flexible as possible. Only express limits when absolutely necessary.
10. Refer back to the “My Work Values” worksheet to help answer this question.
11. Stay calm, listen carefully, and manage the situation with confidence and respect
12. The answer should be work-related and is an example of going above and beyond what was
expected. When you are explaining the story, begin by describing the situation then describe
what you personally did. End your answer by explaining what the end result was.
13. Do not use specific names. Instead, describe the positive traits of your best supervisor or your
ideal supervisor. For example, you may want a boss who treats his employees fairly.
14. Do not say anything negative. Pick a work-related characteristic that can be stated in a positive
way. For example, “I had a supervisor who was vague when giving assignments. I learned to ask
questions so that I knew what was expected”.
15. Be specific. Describe the problem in detail followed by explaining what action you took to solve
the problem. Finally, clarify what the outcome of your action was.
16. The interviewer is checking on your maturity and whether you are someone who likes to grow
and learn. Examples might include; learned my job well enough to teach others, looking
forward to another year, getting a chance at advancement, etc.
17. Be specific. Describe the situation then your action followed by the outcome of your action.
18. Be specific. Describe the situation then describe your action followed by the outcome.
19. Think of a specific example that required accuracy, special skills, and failure to use these skills
would have led to problems from your employer.
20. Be specific, but do not pick anything too negative. Begin by describing something positive you
normally do. Then describe a time that you might have done the opposite. Finally, end by
saying something positive by explaining what you learned from your mistake.
21. Always come prepared with at least two questions for the employer. Do not ask questions
about salary or benefits. Ask questions such as, “How would you describe a typical day on the
job?,” “Will there be opportunities for advancement and ongoing trainings?” and “What kind of
person are you looking for?”
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Discussing Your Conviction Record
Directions: The following steps will help you practice how to disclose your criminal background
during an interview if asked about it by a potential employer.
1. Application. Many companies ask about your criminal record on the job application.
Read this question carefully before answering. Often the employer will ask about your
criminal history within a given time frame. For example, the question may be “Have you
been convicted of a felony within the last seven years?”
If your conviction was more than seven years ago, you can simply answer “no.” If it was
more recent, do not answer “yes” because it will increase your chances of getting
screened out before an interview is offered. Instead, write something such as, “will
discuss in interview.” This may spark the employer’s curiosity and give you the
opportunity to verbally explain your offense in an interview.
2. Take responsibility. When an employer asks about your criminal background during an
interview, do not blame others for your actions. Instead, say something such as, “In the
past, I made a poor decision.” Be honest and brief, but do not mention specific details
of the offense. You could also soften the offense. For example, instead of plainly saying
you were convicted of robbery, say something like, “I took something that was not mine
to take.” Avoid the term felony. In the space below, write the beginning of your own
response to the question, “Have you ever been convicted of a crime? If so, please
explain.”

3. Stay positive. Explain what constructive changes you have made in your life since your
conviction. It could be something like completing an education program, doing
volunteer work, or having more positive relationships. Now write down all the positive
changes you have made. Begin by stating, “Since then, I have …”
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4. Lesson learned. Convey regret for your actions and discuss what you have learned from
your experience to show that you will not repeat your actions. For example, use
phrases like, “I’m not proud of my actions, and…,” or “At the time my priorities were not
right; however, since then …” Write down what you have learned since your conviction.

5. Focus on goals. Clarify your goals for the future, how you are moving forward, and what
you are doing to accomplish them. Explain how a position at the company you are
interviewing for will help you accomplish your goals. Write down your goals and the
actions you have taken to complete them.

6. Put it altogether. Combine your responses to steps 2 through 5 to form a complete
response to the question, “Have you have been convicted of a crime? If so, please
explain.” Practice saying the completed response out loud.
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Disclosure Decisions to Get the Job
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Review Section 3: Find a Job
Focusing on your skills, interests, and job options will provide a strong foundation for your job
search. It will also provide you with the information you need to be successful in filling out
applications, developing your cover letters and resume, and participating in job interviews.
1. What did you learn about yourself?

2. How will you use the information in this section to achieve your career goals?

Find a Job

54

Find a Job: Notes
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Section 4: Manage Your Career
The purpose of this section is to further prepare you for the job search. Information
in this section and on the STEP AHEAD (www.iseek.org/exoffenders/index.html)
will help you to learn about the hiring process, how to perform well in your new job
and how to manage stress and your emotions.
The activities in this section will help you to be successful in reaching your job and
career goals.
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How to Keep Your Job
Directions: Circle the statements that describe what you should do to keep your job.
1. Be on time.
2. Don’t get along with coworkers.
3. Be willing to help out in other areas at work.
4. Wear the latest fashion trends
5. Have a good attitude.
6. Stay busy working.
7. Always be back from breaks on time.
8. Go to work every time you are scheduled.
9. Take extra-long break if you need them
10. Give plenty of notice if you’re sick.
11. Check with supervisor before doing anything.
12. Follow all policies at work.
13. Ask questions if you do not understand something.
14. Do not have any parole/probation violations.
15. Do not abuse drugs or alcohol, especially at work.
16. Producing good-quality work.
17. Steal from work.
18. Respecting your supervisor.
19. Refusing to wear appropriate work clothing
20. Do not ask for a lot of time off.
21. Make a lot of personal phone calls at work.

Manage Your Career

57

How to Keep Your Job-Answer Key
1. Should be circled
2. It is important to get along with your coworkers.
3. Should be circled
4. It is important to wear appropriate work attire, not the latest fashion trends.
5. Should be circled
6. Should be circled
7. Should be circled
8. Should be circled
9. It is important to keep your breaks to the time allotted.
10. Should be circled
11. Should be circled
12. Should be circled
13. Should be circled
14. Should be circled
15. Should be circled
16. Should be circled
17. Stealing from work will probably lead to you being fired.
18. Should be circled.
19. It is important to wear your uniform or appropriate work attire.
20. Should be circled
21. It is important to only make personal calls while on break.
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Is Your Online Profile Hurting Your Career?
Employers often view applicants’ Facebook and other social media profiles when making their
decision to hire an applicant. If the employer finds inappropriate or questionable content on an
applicant’s profile, that applicant is likely to no longer be considered for hire.
Directions: Answer the following questions by circling “T” for true or “F” for false. If you
answered with mostly trues, you will want to edit the content and privacy settings of your
social media profiles to be more employer-friendly.
1. My Facebook profile contains a lot of pictures of me drinking. T or F
2. My status updates contain curse words and inappropriate content. T or F
3. My friends post inappropriate pictures and messages on my wall. T or F
4. My profile pictures show off all my tattoos. T or F
5. When I Google my name, links to all my social media profiles show up. T or F
6. People who are not my friends can view my entire Facebook and Twitter profiles. T or F
7. I would not let my grandmother view my Facebook profile. T or F
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Stress Reducers
Directions: Looking for work and maintaining a job can be stressful. A certain amount of stress
makes life interesting and challenging. However, when there is too much stress or a person is
not managing it well, illness can result. Below is a list of stress reducers to help you stay well
physically and emotionally. Check the items below that best describe you.





















I sleep 7-8 hours at least four nights per week.
I have at least one relative or friend nearby on who I can rely.
I drink fewer than five alcoholic beverages per week.
I give and receive affection regularly.
I exercise as least three times per week.
My income is adequate to meet my basic expenses.
I have a network of friends and acquaintances.
I am in good health (including eyesight, hearing, and teeth).
I am able to speak about my feelings when angry or worried.
I have regular conversations with the people I live with about chores, money, and living
issues etc.
I regularly participate in social or other activities.
I do something fun at least once a week.
I am able to manage my time well.
I eat a well-balanced diet, including adequate amounts of protein, fruits, and vegetables.
I am close to the appropriate weight for my height.
I get strength from my beliefs.
I drink less than four caffeinated beverages per day.
I get an adequate amount of quiet time for myself during the day.
I have one or more people to confide in about personal matters.
I have a plan to better manage the stressors in my life

______ Total number of checks
Add up the number of checks above. If there are seven (7) or less, you might not be doing all
you can to reduce or manage stress in your life.
Next steps: Review the items above and identify one or two that you can do. For example,
taking a long, vigorous walk three times per week could improve your health at stressful times
in your life.
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How to Leave a Job on Good Terms
Directions: You have just received word that you got a new job. It might be the next step on
your path to your dream job, or maybe you want to explore other opportunities. You might be
wondering how to break the news to your current employer. The following steps will help leave
a job properly in order to make sure that you receive a good reference for future jobs. Check
off the items below as you complete them.
 Give at least two weeks’ notice. Be sure to tell your boss you are leaving before you tell
any of your coworkers. Find out if Human Resources have a procedure to follow.
 Tell your coworkers. Make sure they are prepared for your leaving. It is good to
provide your contact information so your boss or coworkers can get in touch with you in
the future if needed or desired.
 Complete all your work. Finish all the projects you have been working on. This will help
the person who replaces you as well as help you maintain a good reputation.
 Ask for an exit interview. During this interview, thank your boss for all the
opportunities the company has given you. Discuss what you have learned and how it
will help you in the future.
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Manage Your Career: Notes
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Workbook Final Review
This workbook provided the tools and information you will need to find and
maintain employment upon release. In Section 1 (Assess Yourself) you learned
how to assess your skills, interests, strengths, and values. You also learned how to
use those assessment results to obtain a job that is a good fit for you.
In Sections 2 (Create a Plan and Set Goals) and 3 (Find a Job) you learned about
the different steps and efforts needed to obtain employment. You were able to
create a job search schedule that will make the job finding process a little easier.
You were also able to develop important job-seeking skills such as how to
complete a job application, build a resume, write a cover letter, and interview
with employers.
Section 4 (Manage Your Career) provided information and guidance about
maintaining employment once you have been hired. In addition to stressreduction strategies, you also learned how to leave a job on good terms to obtain
a strong reference for your next employer. Positive references and a reliable
work history will help you reach your career goals.
If you need more information on job search and employment support services
you can use the resources in the next section. You can also visit the STEP AHEAD
website (www.iseek.org/exoffenders/index.html) for more about each of the six
steps of the career planning process.
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Resource: Minnesota Bonding Program
Any job seeker with a criminal background may be considered an “at-risk” applicant.
Most insurance purchased by employers to protect them against dishonest, harmful
employee conduct does not cover “at-risk” employees. As a result, employers may not
hire such applicants because their business cannot be protected if the employee commits
dishonest acts.
However, the Minnesota Federal Bonding Program is available to all employers who hire
“at-risk” applicants. The program issues a no-deductible $5,000 Fidelity insurance bond
to the employers. 3 This bond protects them from employee theft of any money or
property by means of theft, larceny, forgery or embezzlement.1 The bond lasts for six
months, and if no claim is made, Travelers Property Casualty will offer a standard
commercial policy to employer to be purchased to cover the no longer “at-risk”
employee.1
Research has shown that only 1% of employers who have used to the Federal Bonding
Program have had to make a claim. 4 This statistic shows that job seekers with a criminal
background may not be as big of a threat to a business if hired as employers and
insurance companies once thought.

Resource: Work Opportunity Tax Credit
Through the Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC), employers can obtain up to $2,400 in
income tax credit by hiring an individual convicted of a felony within one year after his or her
release from a correctional facility.
The amount of credit the employer will receive depends on the number of hours the new hire
works and the wages earned. For instance, the employer will receive full credit, or 40 percent
of the new hire’s wages capped at $6,000, if the new hire works 400 or more hours of work
during the first year.

3

Dept of Employment and Economic Development, “Minnesota Federal Bonding Program,” Positively Minnesota,
http://www.positivelyminnesota.com/JobSeekers/Find_a_Job/Targeted_Employment_Services/Workers_With_Dif
ficult_Job_History.aspx.
4
Dept of Labor, “The Federal Bonding Program,” The Mclaughlin Company, < http://bonds4jobs.com/index.html>.
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State of Minnesota Vocational Rehabilitation Services Program
Who is Vocational Rehabilitation for?

Vocational Rehabilitation Services is for people with significant disabilities who want to get or
keep a job. Most people who get SSI or SSDI benefits and want to work are eligible.
A staff person will talk to you about the world of work and help you decide if you want to apply
for services. We also have information about other programs that may be able to meet your
needs. We strive to help people to work full time in the regular labor market earning the same
wages and benefits as anyone else.

How do I find out if I can get services?

Qualifying for services is a three step process. In the first step, we consider whether you have a
physical or mental condition that makes it difficult to prepare for, get or keep work. Existing
reports from your doctor or mental health provider can assist us in documenting a disability. If
you don’t have a report or other information to send with your application, Vocational
Rehabilitation Services staff can get it for you. In the second step, you and your counselor will
determine if other services at the Work Force Center, or from other agencies, can help you
reach your vocational goal, or if you require the specialized services of Vocational Rehabilitation
Services.
Sometimes there are so many eligible people asking for services they can’t all be served. When
that happens, Vocational Rehabilitation Services must serve persons with the most serious
work limitations first. In the third step, the seriousness of limitations caused by your disability is
determined. You and a counselor will talk about any limitations you have in –
• Getting from one place to another
• Talking and listening to others
• Taking care of yourself
• Making plans or carrying out plans
• Getting along with people
• Your work strengths
• Your work skills

How long does it take to find out if I can get services?

After you apply, your Vocational Rehabilitation Services counselor will tell you in 60 days or
less. If more time is needed, your counselor will let you know and ask if it’s okay to take longer.

What can Vocational Rehabilitation Services do for me?

You and your counselor will develop a plan to help you find or keep a job based on your
capacity, skills and/or limitation, and choices. There are many vocational rehabilitation services.
You and your counselor choose the services that fit your needs.
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Vocational Rehabilitation, continued

Examples of Services are:
•
•
•
•
•

Counseling
Training and education
Services for keeping a job
Job placement
Equipment/ Assistive Technology

Counseling: Vocational Rehabilitation Services counseling helps people make choices about
their jobs and careers. You and your counselor will work together to develop a plan that both of
you agree will lead to employment.

If you aren’t sure what kind of work you want to do, you will talk about what you are good at,
your interests and how to get the information you need to make good choices. You and your
Vocational Rehabilitation Services counselor will talk about what you need at work to be
successful.
After your plan is approved, Vocational Rehabilitation Services staff will meet with you from
time to time – to talk about your progress, to be sure your plan is still working for you, and to
talk about employment related issues important for your success.

Training and Education: If you need new work skills, you may need training either on-thejob or at school. If you don’t know the exact training you need, a Vocational Rehabilitation
Services counselor can help you find it.

Services for keeping a job: Starting a new job is a big step. Getting along with co-workers

and supervisors is just as important as the job duties themselves. Vocational Rehabilitation
Services staff can talk to you can talk to you about any problems that come up, especially in the
first few months.

Job Placement: If you need information about planning a job search, finding job leads, or
talking to employers, Vocational Rehabilitation Services job placement services can help.

Equipment/Assistive Technology: Modifying a work station, getting the right equipment

or assistive technology, or changing your hours of work can make a difference when you go to
school, look for work, or do your job. Vocational Rehabilitation Services counselors are experts
at finding solutions. Equipment and assistive technology are often an important part of
services.

How much does Vocational Rehabilitation Services cost?

There is no charge for counseling, job placement, and several other vocational rehabilitation
services. For some purchased services a sliding fee schedule, based on family income, may
apply. You will be asked to pay part of the cost if you can afford to do so.
Resources
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Vocational Rehabilitation, continued

Do I have choices?

Yes. Using Vocational Rehabilitation Services and the best information available, you are
supported in making informed choices about your goal, your services and who provides them. If
you want to develop a plan on your own, or with the help of someone you choose, you can do
that too. Your plan must be right for you.

Does my plan have to be approved?

Yes. In order for Vocational Rehabilitation Services funds to be spent, your counselor must
determine:
• If it’s reasonable to believe that your plan will lead to a job,
• If the services in you plan are those needed to reach your goal, and
• If the plan is complete.

How long do services last?

In general, services continue as long as you are making satisfactory progress toward the job
goal in your written plan. After you are employed, Vocational Rehabilitation Services will
provide follow-up services for at least 90 days before closing your case. If you need services
later, your Vocational Rehabilitation Services case can be re-opened.
For more information:
• Call 1-888-Get-Jobs
• Visit: www.positivelyminnesota.com/vrs
• Go to: www.iseek.org/exoffenders/find-job/voc-rehab.html
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