Job Searching Strategies for Those with Prior Convictions

Never be defined by your past.
It was just a lesson, not a life sentence.

For those with prior convictions this can add to the stress. First let me assure you that you are
not alone. According to the FBI, there are over 75 million adults with a criminal record. This
includes petty offenses; not all of these were convicted of their offense.

This handout is intended to give you information to assist in finding a job. Like any worthwhile
project this requires a positive attitude, creativity, perseverance, and a plan. Looking for work 1S
your job right now.

Where to Look for Work

Module 1 of this series covers this in more detail and includes resources for you. The following
table lists both jobs for those with prior convictions and those where workers are most needed.
Notice that there is a fair amount of crossover.

Jobs for those with felony convictions Jobs most in-demand
*  Welding » Skilled Trades
» Electrician » Accounting Specialist
*  HVAC Technician * Machine operators
» Carpenter * Food Service Worker
*  Plumber * Medical personnel
* Oil Field Jobs * Pharmacists/Pharmacy Assistant
* Marketing » E-commerce Developer
*  Truck Driver » Drivers/Truck Drivers
* |IT Staff * IT Staff
* Entrepreneur/Be your own Boss » Tax Specialist

Research these jobs before obtaining the necessary training. Some of these jobs require good
physical condition and strength (welding and HVAC). Others are lifestyle jobs like being a truck
driver or oilfield worker which require long stints away from home.

Apprenticeships offer field and classroom training for many skilled trades. These positions pay
between 30% and 50% of the rate for fully qualified trades people. Statistics show that over 90%
of those completing an apprentice program gain employment. There are several in Tucson and
more in Phoenix. Search for “apprenticeship programs in Arizona” for more information. You
may also go to the resource centers listed in the handout for Module 1, Where to Look for Work.

Learn what employers can see & and what you can do

You can access your criminal records through the Department of Public Safety (DPS) by
contacting website: https://www.azdps.gov/services/public/records/criminal for the required
forms and instructions. You may also request a Record Review Packet and forms by contacting
the Criminal History Records Section at (602) 223-2222 for the forms to be mailed to you.
There is no fee to request a criminal record on yourself.



https://www.azdps.gov/services/public/records/criminal

The Pima County Sheriff’s Department releases non-confidential police and accident reports
to parties involved upon request. It accepts both in-person and mail requests. Call Records
Maintenance at (520) 351-4650. See https://arizona.staterecords.org/pima

Fingerprint clearance cards are required in addition to professional licensing from a state
licensing board and, unlike a pre-employment criminal background check, are monitored on-
going with new criminal records being automatically flagged, as they arise. Employers can
request one or you may proactively request one. There is a fee for this card. If you have had
problems getting hired following your conviction, it may be worthwhile to initiate the process to
show that you are willing to take the action necessary to gain employment. In addition to
licensing, Fingerprint Clearance cards are required for certain types of jobs like working in
schools and with vulnerable adults.

The Pima County Public Defenders’ Office sponsors a free legal clinic open to the public.
Individuals must make an appointment in advance. They offer many services including Civil
Rights Restoration and misdemeanor designation of felony offenses. Call them to discuss your
individual situation. For more information about the clinic and the services that are—and are
not—provided, please call (520) 724-2285 or visit: www.pima.gov/KnowY ourRights.

Completing Applications

Be Honest. Don’t lie. Your record will appear on a simple low-cost background check. Many
employers are open to hiring those with prior convictions especially in food service, call centers,
construction, trades, and general labor.

Answer only the question asked. If the application asks for felonies in last 7 years, and yours is
older, check “no” and move on. If asked for felonies, include all and do not mention
misdemeanors. Include only convictions. Arizona state and local governments no longer ask for
felonies on an initial application. (Check for changes to Federal regulations.) However, they
may ask before making a job offer. Private companies and Federal employers may ask for prior
convictions on applications.

When disclosing past felonies, say positive things on an application whenever possible. These
may include:

e All legal issues resolved if no fines or probation remain

e If due to be paid or competed shortly, give time estimate

¢ Non-violent, non-repetitive, not theft related

e Number of years since the conviction especially if 5 years or more in the past (best to
have distance between the last offense and today)

If you have several convictions that may be difficult to discuss (violent or theft), consider stating
“will discuss at interview.” Some companies prefer to hear an actual explanation while others
are fine with this response. However, listing some offenses may eliminate you anyway. Your
choice. Do not write a letter that advertises or explains your criminal history.


https://arizona.staterecords.org/pima
http://www.pima.gov/KnowYourRights

If you feel comfortable, it is recommended that you include an additional comment. Here are a
few examples (try to make the comments relate to how you’ve made personal changes since
your conviction).

» Since then, I’ve completed (certificate, sobriety programs, job assignments,
GED, volunteered).
« | have been drug free/sober for over years/months.

« | am not proud of the choice | made during that time in my life but since then, | have

completed xxx hours of personal development or training

« | put it behind me and redirected my life.

 Since then, I’ve reunited with my family and become a better parent.

« I now make healthy choices and have healthy relationships.

 Include personal improvements like respect for authority, anger management, change in
attitude, as well as certifications and skills learned.

The salary earned while incarcerated is “minimum wage” and not $0.25 per hour.
When released, the reason for leaving your last job is “Relocated” and not released or paroled.
What'’s in it for Employers to hire you?

The Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) is a program sponsored by the United States

Department of Labor to promote the hiring of people from specific target groups that experience
barriers to employment. It applies to previously incarcerated individuals hired no later than one
year after conviction or release from prison. Copies of all forms needed are on various websites.

The Federal Bonding Program (FBP) was designed to reimburse the employer for any loss due
to employee theft of money or property up to $5,000 during the first six months of a selected
individual’s term of employment. You can print copies of this brochure at any library or
resource center from Module 1.

Interviews

For most people, interviewing can be very stressful. You will be asked about parts of your life
you would rather avoid. You may not be used to speaking in a detached professional manner.
Therefore, it is important to have a plan and practice answering standard interview questions.

Employers are interested in two types of skills—work skills and personal skills. Are you capable
of doing the job in a thorough and trustworthy manner? Will you fit in with other workers and
with their customers? Bottom line is they want to know what you can do for them.

These are the basic components of your plan:

* Create a short 30-60 second pitch for yourself

» Make a list of 3 reasons you want the job excluding money (Check their website for
awards, time in business, and customer ratings.)

* Have a list of challenges overcome, problems solved, and accomplishments in your field
* Make a list of what you’ve done to improve yourself since your conviction



» Be prepared to talk about both work and people skills

» Prepare to discuss the process you used for solving a problem or correcting a mistake—
especially one of your own.

* Use the form at the end to write out how to discuss your convictions.
« PRACTICVE. PRACTTICE. PRACTICE

When you go to the interview, have excellent posture. When you look confident, you feel
confident. Remember that how you answer is as important as what you say. Take full
responsibility for your actions. Keep answers short, simple, and accurate. Keep it general; for
example, mention a rough period as family problems and not a nasty divorce, custody issues, or
sick or abusive parents, etc.

Remember to tell the employers what’s in it for them to hire you. Mention WOTC and Federal
Bonding Program, especially if you notice a hesitancy to hire you.

Emphasize the positive—even when talking about your past offenses. Here’s an example of a
likely question and a possible response.

Interviewer: | see you checked the felony box on your application. Can you tell me about
that?

Candidate 1: Thank you for the opportunity to talk about it. Even though it is not easy to
talk about, | want to address any worries you might have. When | was younger, | made a
bad decision; I let my anger get the best of me and got into a fight at a bar. 1 regret it, but
I’ve learned a lot and haven’t had any problem since. I’ve never had any trouble on the
job. I’m both ready and able to work every day. | know I will be a dependable employee.

Candidate 2: 1 hit guy at a bar once. As soon as | cooled down, I tried to apologize. |
regretted it and tried to apologize, but they said it was too late.

The first candidate addressed the interviewer’s concerns in appositive way. Candidate 1 used a
common practice of “sandwiching” difficult information between positive statements and
strengths. People tend to remember the first and last things you say. If you used this opportunity
to look at your drinking habits and make changes, this is a suitable time to mention that also.
Make sure you know yourself well and be genuinely sure that you are a different person since the
conviction. Employers are particularly good at seeing through insincerity and lies.

Use your resume to create a list of all your skills, accomplishments, and challenges you
overcame. Everyone has about 30 skills. What are yours?

Remind yourself every day to focus on your strengths. Don’t dwell on the barriers to getting a
job or areas that need improvement. Look in the mirror and give yourself a pep talk.

The greatest glory in living lies not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall.
— Nelson Mandela

Review Module 3 of this series for more information on interviewing.



Statement of Facts

Developing a statement of facts about your record or weaknesses is crucial to your job search success.
Please use this sheet to develop a statement of facts answering the following six questions. Do not
give this to any employer. This is strictly for your personal use to become comfortable discussing
your past.

When were you convicted?

What were you convicted of?

How much time did you serve?

What did you learn from this experience?
What are the benefits of hiring you?

List your additional training or skills acquired.
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Some things to remember:

e Review your wording carefully to ensure each statement is as positive as possible.

e This is your time to brag (use your time incarcerated in your favor including training,
knowledge, people and leadership skills).

e Stick to the facts and discuss only your last charge. Remember you are in control of the
situation (only disclose what you want to)

e Become familiar with your own statements in a confident manner using direct eye contact.

e Keep it short and direct. Take responsibility and do not blame others for your actions.




