
Students with Criminal History in the Job Search 

   
If a student has been arrested or convicted of a crime it may be more challenging to obtain employment 
upon graduation. This guide is intended to assist students with a criminal record in the preparation and 
transition into the world of work.  
   

Criminal Background Checks

http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/arrest_conviction.cfm#I
http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/arrest_conviction.cfm#I


http://www.bonds4jobs.com/


¶ Work Opportunity Tax Credit Program: A federal program that provides employers with federal 
tax credit benefit for hiring an ex-offender within one year of their release or conviction date. The 
program is designed to give employers an incentive to hire individuals who consistently face 
employment barriers.  

   

Filling Out Applications  
For many positions, not only do you have to submit a resume and cover letter, but you also need to fill 
out a formal application. Many applications ask at least one of the following questions:  
¶ Have you ever been convicted of a crime?  
¶ Have you ever been convicted of a felony?  
¶ Have you ever been convicted of a crime or a felony?  

It is best to be honest when answering these particular questions, although applicants are not obligated 
to disclose sealed or expunged records of conviction or arrest. Most companies will process a 
background check before offering a position, or a position could be contingent upon the background 
check. If you know that the company is going to do a background check, it is very important that you are 
honest on your application. If any stage of the process reveals that you have been dishonest in any way, 
this will affect your chances of employment. Pay attention to the way that the question is asked and 
only answer the question that is being asked of you (i.e. there is a difference between being convicted of 
a crime and being convicted of a felony).  
   

Resumes and Cover Letters  
If you have large gaps in your employment due to incarceration or any other reason, or if you have not 
had any prior work experience, a functional resume may be more appropriate than the traditional 
chronological resume. A functional resume puts less emphasis on your work history and instead 
highlights specific skills with brief statements indicating where those skills come from (personal 
experiences, education, volunteer, projects, etc.). For assistance in developing a functional resume, 
view examples and tips and use Handshake to make an appointment with The Exchange.  
   

https://www.doleta.gov/business/incentives/opptax/eta_default.cfm
https://resumegenius.com/resume-formats/functional-resume
https://marian.joinhandshake.com/
http://www.marian.edu/exchange


   

Interviewing  
If you disclosed your criminal history in the application process and are offered an interview, know that 
regardless of your past, they are interested in interviewing you to learn more about your education, 
skills and qualifications. The interview gives you the opportunity to showcase your strengths and 
accomplishments.  
   
If your criminal history comes up during the interview it is important to be honest and focus on how the 
sentence may have changed your life in order to show the employer that you are not a risky hire. 
Include information to display your new pattern of behavior such as attending college, participating in 
internships and being involved on campus. You could also discuss programs that you participated in, if 
you were incarcerated, that provided you with essential skills (i.e. vocational or educational training). 
Although it is important to be truthful, you do not have to go into much detail on the charge/incident 
itself.   
   
If questions about your criminal history do not come up, you have the choice of whether to disclose or 
not. If you know that the position requires a background check, it is encouraged to be upfront and 
disclose your history while you have the opportunity to explain the charge face to face with the 
employer. Most background checks do not share information on what the charge is and when it 
occurred, it simply comes back "flagged". Being upfront gives you the opportunity to explain your 
history, progress and benefits of employing you before the employer dismisses you because of the flag 
without giving you the ability to explain. This can be brought up at the end of the interview when you 
are given the time to add any additional information and ask questions.  
   
If you did not have to answer a question about your criminal history on an application, a background 
check is not required for the position, and they don't ask you about it in the application process, you do 
not need to disclose. At this point, disclosure is completely up to you.  
   

Additional Resources  
¶ Using Consumer Reports (Background Checks): What Employers Need to Know       
¶ Consideration of Arrest and Conviction Records in Employment Decisions Under Title VII of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964  
¶ Employment Background Checks: What an Applicant Needs to Know  
    

 

https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-center/guidance/using-consumer-reports-what-employers-need-know
http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/arrest_conviction.cfm
http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/arrest_conviction.cfm
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0157-background-checks
https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0157-background-checks
https://osucascades.edu/cdc
mailto:exchange@marian.edu

