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Goal: The Technical Assistance Center for Quality 
Employment will increase the number and quality of 
employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities 
through training and technical assistance to State VR 
agency personnel. 

The VRTAC-QE will support State VR agency personnel 
to implement innovative and effective employment 
strategies and supporting practices.

tacqe.com



Partners



Acknowledgement & Disclaimer:

The contents of this presentation were 
developed under a grant, the 
Vocational Rehabilitation Technical 
Assistance Center for Quality 
Employment, H264K200003, from the 
U.S. Department of Education.

However, those contents do not 
necessarily represent the policy of the 
U.S. Department of Education, and you 
should not assume endorsement by the 
Federal government.



Learning Objectives

• At the conclusion of this webinar,
attendees will have an increased
understanding of:

• Unique considerations when working
with VR customers with criminal
backgrounds

• Post-incarceration employment policy
and related resources including the
Restoration of Rights Project

• Criminal background disclosure



Values Stance

• As presenters, we feel strongly that all individuals, regardless of past
criminal history, identity, or status, are deserving of vocational
rehabilitation services to better their lives through competitive
integrative employment

• Language used: formerly incarcerated; individuals with criminal
backgrounds; returning citizens



101 Review: Incarceration By the Numbers

• 77 million: Estimated number of Americans with a
criminal record (or about 1 in 3 adults)
• 600,000: Individuals released from U.S. prisons each year
• 2.3 million: Individuals currently incarcerated in the U.S.

• 95%: Estimated percentage of these individuals who will eventually reenter
society

• As much as 38% of the current U.S. prison population has
at least one disability (Maruschak, Bronson, & Alper, 2021).



101 Review: Literature on Reentry

• Higher rates of traumatic experiences-Study reporting at least 4 ACEs
• Inmate samples: 65% (female facility); 64% (male sex offenders); 42% (low-risk offense inmates)
• National normative averages: 15% (females) 9% (males)  Stensrud, Gilbride, & Bruinekool, 2019

• Substance use and abuse of both drugs and alcohol
• Research supports that prior substance abuse is substantially higher among individuals that have

been incarcerated when compared to the general population
• Unfortunately, the criminal justice system is often utilized as a solution for the epidemics of drug

addiction and alcoholism in our country

• Mental health
• Research consistently shows more overall mental health concerns including higher stress levels,

higher rates of depression, and poorer overall health when compared to the general population
• In a 2017 study using the Iowa Corrections Offender Network, almost half (48%) of the inmates were

found to have a mental illness, 29% of which were considered a serious mental illness



Criminal Background Definitions

• Criminal conviction/s-court’s finding of guilt for a
crime or offense
• Misdemeanor-less severe category of offenses; may or may not

include serving time

• Felony-typically involves serving more than a year in prison

• Probation and Parole
• Probation-refers to when courts place individuals on supervision

in the community through a probation agency, generally in lieu of
incarceration

• Parole-refers to conditional release from prison to serve the
remaining portion of their sentence in the community



Post-Incarceration Employment Policy

• Ban the Box laws
• Fair Employment
• Clean Slate
• Etc…

How do we sift through this 
information and provide 

counseling guidance? 



Restoration of Rights Project
https://restoration.ccresourcecenter.org/



Restoration of Rights Project
https://restoration.ccresourcecenter.org/

Example State: Illinois



Criminal background disclosure
Application and Interview

• Don’t Lie
• Offer honest explanation with necessary information; focus on time passed and progress made
• Tip: Write a paragraph in advance to help you practice how to answer briefly. Limit to two to three

minutes and memorize it to bring confidence in delivery.

• Be prepared to explain
• Employers may not be familiar with terms of conviction so it is important to be ready to explain

• Do not apologize or downplay
• Own up and use it as a way to show the past does not affect present ability to succeed in the job

• Do not dwell on conviction
• Steer conversation towards takeaways from the experience and how they might be relevant for the

current job they are applying for; Also a good segue for courses, training, and work experience they
may have had while in prison to set them apart in the interview



Criminal background disclosure (Cont.)
Application and Interview

• Focus on change
• Help the customer think about what actionable changes they have made during their incarceration

experience to demonstrate their change

• Acknowledge employer concern

• Make your pitch and end on a high note
• Close by reiterating skills and fit for the position

• Multiple convictions? Complex rap sheet? Unsure of convictions?
• Unfortunately the reality is that our CJS can be a revolving door and many individuals have more than

one conviction and may include a more complex criminal record
• Focus on what’s most concerning; encourage customer to seek out resources to determine exactly

what’s included on their criminal record



Interview Script Example
• “Seven years ago, I was convicted of possessing a controlled substance. I served my time and am now on

parole. I took part in an addiction program and am now drug free. Since my conviction, I have earned my

GED and have gotten my beauty license. I have reconnected with my family and am living with my parents.

They are incredibly loving and supportive. My conviction was a mistake I made, but I have turned my life

around. It won’t happen again.” https://www.denverlibrary.org/how-respond-felony-question

• “I served [X] years of time at a correctional facility [X] years ago. Here’s what I learned from it [list

two to three learning lessons]. ... Here’s how I changed my life [point to two to three tangible

examples/proof of change]... Here’s how I’ll bring value to your company [mention two to three ways

you’ll contribute]...”

https://www.denverlibrary.org/how-respond-felony-question


Career Development as a Process

• Think starting blocks
• Understand applicant rights
• Look into potential options based on

career interests and skills
• Licensing requests, expungement, etc.

• Criminal record as a tool
• Tax credits, reimbursements for trainings/programs,

grant programs, etc.



Career Counseling Considerations
• Acknowledge the stigmatization around criminal backgrounds in the United States

• Working alliance is critical due to mistrust among justice-involved individuals 

• Utilization of strengths-based counseling techniques such as motivational interviewing 
can improve overall client self-efficacy to persist in the re-entry process and job market

• There will be barriers and likely setbacks so persistence and attitude at the start of the 
process can go a long way

• Vocational rehabilitation counselors are well-positioned to provide career counseling to 
formerly incarcerated individuals with disabilities in an effort to achieve competitive 
integrated employment.



All Roads should Lead to Empowerment



Selected Resources
• National Inventory of Collateral Consequences of Conviction

• https://niccc.nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/

• Restoration of Rights Project
• https://ccresourcecenter.org/state-restoration-profiles/50-state-

comparisoncomparison-of-criminal-records-in-licensing-and-employment/

• Career One Stop
• https://www.careeronestop.org/ExOffender/Site/site-map.aspx

• National Institute of Corrections—Transition and Workforce Development  
• https://nicic.gov/projects/transition-and-offender-workforce-development

• Fair Chance Licensing Project
• https://csgjusticecenter.org/projects/fair-chance-licensing/state-by-state-licensing-

maps/

https://niccc.nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/
https://ccresourcecenter.org/state-restoration-profiles/50-state-comparisoncomparison-of-criminal-records-in-licensing-and-employment/
https://www.careeronestop.org/ExOffender/Site/site-map.aspx
https://nicic.gov/projects/transition-and-offender-workforce-development
https://csgjusticecenter.org/projects/fair-chance-licensing/state-by-state-licensing-maps/
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