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Welcome to Your Future

I don’t know.
Work for my

Uncle, I guess.
So, What
are you
going to
do after

graduation?

I guess
you’re
right.

You’re saying
this may take
some research.

Exactly. You’ll
be carrying
this thing 
everywhere
for the next
2 to 3 years.

You can’t leave
something so

important
to chance.

What operating system to use?
How much data do you burn through?
What coverage do you need?
How long is the battery life?
How important is camera quality?
What about expandable memory?
What’s your price range?
Should it fit in your pocket, 
or is a big screen 
more important?
And don’t even
get me started
on screen
resolution.

Such as?

A question
for the ages. 
There’s only

a million
factors to
consider.

I need a
new phone.
What model 
should I get?

The Montana Career Guide
Whether you’re a high school student considering future career options for the first time, 
or a retiree looking to get back into the workforce, this guide was made for you.

The Montana Career Guide walks users through the career planning 
process, using a four-step method known as S.I.F.T. (Self-Assess, 
Investigate, Focus, and Take action). 

Because we couldn’t possibly fit all the available career information 
into these pages, the Career Guide was made to be used alongside 
the Montana Career Information System (MCIS), an all-in-one 
online career information resource that is free to all Montanans.

How you use the guide is up to you. You can read it from cover to cover, or skip straight to the 
information most relevant to you. If you’re just starting to explore careers, start at the beginning. 
If you want to brush up on your interviewing skills, feel free to jump straight to that section.

No matter how you use the guide, we hope you will find it useful in getting you the kind of job 
you want. Welcome to your future.
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Remember, finding a 
job you actually enjoy is 

essential to your happiness.

The Importance of Career Planning

I didn’t
plan for
THIS...

Consequences of Unemployment

And Don’t Forget: Being Broke

Way ahead of you. I already 
have a plan. My uncle promised 

me a job when I graduate.

Career planning is more  
than just finding a job.
It’s about figuring out what type of work is 
right for you and developing the skills and 
knowledge you’ll need to find work in your 
chosen field. Too often, settling for any old 
job leads to occupational mismatches.

A Job is Not a Career. 
Here’s the Difference:
• A JOB is a work role within 

a specific company.
• An OCCUPATION is a wide 

category of jobs with similar 
characteristics.

• A CAREER is a lifetime 
journey of building and 
making good use of your 
skills, knowledge, and 
experiences.

Consequences of an 
Occupational Mismatch

No biggie. 
If don’t like  
your job, you  

can always quit.

You wouldn’t go on a trip without planning how to get there, where to stay, what to pack, and what to do when 
you arrive. You’d do careful research to find the lowest fares, affordable accommodations, the best places to 
eat, and the must-see attractions. So why would you leave something as important as your career to chance?

Stress

Stress

Breakfast

Discontent

Discontent

Lunch

Depression

Depression

Dinner
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The S.I.F.T. Method

Career planning is essential
And it’s not as daunting as you might imagine. This guide breaks down career planning into a simple 4-step 
process, and guides you through each step. It also shows you how to use technology to find the most current career 
information available.

There’s a lot of information out there. 
To find the right career, you need to S.I.F.T.

The S.I.F.T. method is a 4-step career planning process that takes you all the way from exploring your personal 
interests to interviewing for your dream job. Here’s a closer look:

This is the step where 
you collect information 
about yourself. Using 
a variety of tools and 
assessments, you will 
identify your:
• Interests
• Work values
• Personality type
• Skills
• Work preferences

In this step, you will use 
the results of your self-
assessments to find 
occupations that seem 
like a good match for 
you. You will investigate 
a variety of occupations, 
using Labor Market 
Information (LMI) to 
determine which ones 
you’d like to pursue, and 
which ones to rule out.

It is time to narrow 
your focus on a few 
occupations that seem 
like a good fit for you. 
Research them in depth, 
seriously considering 
how you will achieve 
your goals. Find out 
what kind of education 
you will need, and 
identify any barriers to 
entering your chosen 
occupation.

First you will identify 
your goals, then you 
will make a plan to 
achieve them. Then 
you will take concrete 
steps toward making 
your plan a reality. This 
step includes planning 
your courses, writing a 
resume, and preparing 
for job interviews.

Who Are You?
Page 9

Reality Check
Page 10

Is Self-Employment 
for You?
Page 12

Matching Interests 
to Occupations
Page 13

Career Clusters
Page 14

Using Labor Market 
Information
Page 15

Education and 
Training Options
Pages 16-19
Types of Degrees ...................... 17
Apprenticeship ......................... 18
Military Careers ........................ 19

Investigating Careers
Page 20

College Entrance 
Requirements
Page 21

Choosing a College
Page 22

Choosing a College 
with MCIS
Page 23

Financial Aid Options
Pages 24-25

The Job Search
Networking................................ 26
Online Resources ..................... 27
Job Services.............................. 28
Job Service Locations .............. 29

Job Applications
Page 30

Cover Letters
Page 31

Resumé Writing
Pages 32-33

Job Interviews
Pages 34-35
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Introducing MCIS
All the career planning tools you need. All in one place!
While this guide is full of useful career planning information on its own, it 
is meant to be used with the Montana Career Information System (MCIS). 
Here’s what MCIS has to offer:

Ever wish there was a GPS for your life?

It’s the Montana Career Information System. And it’s FREE.
There is.

All-in-One Career 
Planning System

MCIS is truly your one-stop destination for career planning tools and resources. From 
exploring occupations to writing a resume to planning next year’s classes, MCIS does it all.

Reality Check 
Budget Calculator

Find out how much money you’ll need to make to support the lifestyle you want. Reality Check 
generates a list of occupations that pay enough to support your choices.

Interest 
Assessments

How do you know which occupations are right for you? MCIS has several interest assessments 
to help you focus your search on the kinds of work most suited to your interests and 
strengths.

Personalized 
Portfolios

Create a personal portfolio to save the results of your assessments, financial aid searches, 
and occupation info. Portfolios can be transferred from middle school all the way through 
college.

Occupational 
Information

Learn what a job pays, tasks performed, education and training required, and much more. 
Sorting and filtering tools make it easy to find the information you need among more than 
600 occupations.

Course 
Planners

Generate a course plan based on your career goals. MCIS suggests plans of study based on 
the career cluster you choose, and displays graduation requirements to help you choose your 
courses.

Education 
Resources

MCIS helps you find information on schools and programs of study from all over the U.S. You 
can search for institutions that match your preferences and compare up to three schools side-
by-side.

Financial 
Aid Info

MCIS helps you search for scholarships and grants. You can sort and filter the results to 
display only those you qualify for. The “Paying for School” section answers the most common 
financial aid questions.

Application 
Tracker

Application Tracker helps you track and record your college application process from your 
initial research on schools to completing applications to managing your acceptance.

Resume 
Creator

Save information about your work history, then automatically generate and edit a professional 
resume in the style of your choice. You can store your resumes and information in your 
portfolio for later use.



MONTANA CAREER GUIDE 8

Accessing MCIS
STEP 1: Visit careers.mt.gov. STEP 2: Click the MCIS logo.

The page will 
expand to display 
the login bar.

If you are accessing MCIS from a school, Job Service Center, Adult Basic Ed 
program, Vocational Rehab Center, or other institution with an MCIS account, 
ask someone to set you up with a username and password. This will allow you 
to create a personal portfolio, which you’ll need in order to use some of MCIS’s 
more useful features and save the results of your searches and assessments. 
Once you have login credentials, you can access MCIS from anywhere.

If you are accessing MCIS 
from home and don’t have a 
username and password, you 
can log in as a guest user. This 
option is limited to Montana 
residents. You can save your 
work if you create a portfolio.

Enter your city and zip code.

School Job Service Other

STEP 3: Log in.

Home

You’re
In!

www.careers.mt.gov
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Step 1: Self-Assess

WHO ARE YOU?
You know yourself pretty well, right? After all, you’ve been you for your whole life.
True, but have you really considered your work preferences? Sometimes people make career goals 
based on jobs that seem prestigious or look good on TV. Without understanding your personal work 
preferences, your “dream job” may end up being a nightmare. That’s why finding a good job match is 
so important. Here are some questions to consider to find a career path that’s right for you:

• Working with 
others, or 
working alone?

• Working with 
your hands, or 
with your head?

• Being in charge, 
or reporting  
to others?

• Expressive 
work, such as 
art or music?

• Detail-oriented 
work involving 
numbers or 
organizing?

• Solving problems 
and finding 
new ways to 
do things?

• Good verbal 
skills, like writing 
and speaking?

• A gift for figuring 
out how things 
work or fit 
together?

• A head for math 
and numbers?

• The ability to 
persuade and 
influence people?

• A natural ability 
for athletics, 
music, or 
performing?

• Attention to 
detail and the 
ability to follow 
instructions?

• Perform well 
under pressure, 
or best work at 
your own pace?

• Prefer working 
with others, or 
by yourself?

• Like to focus on 
a single task, or 
do you thrive at 
multi-tasking?

• Work well in 
teams and 
get along with 
others?

• Seek leadership 
opportunities?

• Help others 
solve personal 
conflicts?

• Learning things 
by listening, 
reading, doing, 
or watching?

• Figuring out 
things on 
your own?

• Taking classes or 
training online?

• Perfecting skills 
you already 
have, or learning 
new skill sets?

• Do you like to 
take things apart 
to figure out how 
they work?

• Finding new and 
innovative ways 
to do things?

• Being outdoors or 
working inside?

• A quiet, calm 
environment, 
or an active, 
stimulating one?

• An exciting, 
potentially 
dangerous job, or 
a safe, stress-
free workplace

• Working on your 
feet or sitting 
at a desk?

• Being supervised 
or working for 
yourself?

• Working directly 
with the public, 
or with a group 
of peers?

• A steady 
paycheck, or 
will you work for 
commissions?

• A high-paying 
position, or a 
lower salary 
for work that 
is personally 
fulfilling?

• To stay close to 
home, or do you 
like to travel?

• A regular work 
schedule, or 
can you handle 
variable hours or 
being on call?

• A 40-hour work 
week, or are you 
willing to put in 
lots of overtime?

Do you like: Do you have: Do you: Do you enjoy: Do you prefer: Do you need:

Career Cluster Inventory
Interest Profiler

Work Importance Locator
Occupation Sort

SKILLS 
Assessment
Occupation 

Sort

Work Importance Locator
Interest Profiler

IDEAS Assessment

Learning  
Style Survey
School Sort

Work Importance Locator
Occupation Sort

Employability Skills Survey
Entrepreneurial Assessment

Work  
Importance 

Locator
Reality Check

In the SELF-ASSESS step, you will learn what kind of questions to ask yourself when considering 
possible career paths. You will also find out how to use MCIS to take assessments of your 
interests, skills, work values, and lifestyle choices, and match your results to specific occupations.

MCIS RESOURCES AND ASSESSMENTS



MONTANA CAREER GUIDE 10

Reality Check
“Money doesn’t matter.

I just want a job that I love.”
It’s a wonderful sentiment, but how long will you love your job if it doesn’t 
pay enough to afford the life you want? The Reality Check inventory helps 
you calculate the salary you’ll need based on the lifestyle you choose. When 
you finish, use the total salary to guide your career planning. Will you need 
to rethink your career path to accommodate your lifestyle, or adjust your 
income expectations to pursue your dream job?

Food
Some people like to cook and 
others like to dine out. Most do 
a little of each. Choose one or 
enter your own estimate.

Transportation
You need to get to and from 
work and play. Car payments 
vary depending on the vehicle, 
and the length of the loan.

Clothes
Many occupations require a 
professional wardrobe. Others 
require specialized items such 
as steel-toe work boots.

Eat at Home Home/Dine Out Mostly Dine Out

$150 $247 $455

Enter your Own

Electricity Gas/Other 
Energy

Water Garbage

$105 $95 $45 $25

Cell Phone Phone (landline) Internet Cable

$85 $25 $30 $40

Bike/Walk Public 
Transport

Car Truck/SUV

$20 $25 $600-$800 $885

Minimal New 
Clothes

A Few Basics I Like Clothes I Love Clothes!

$25 $45 $60 $90-$150

$590 $755 $1020 $1200 $ 

$ 

$ 

$ $ 

$ 

$ 

1-Bedroom 
Apartment

2-Bedroom 
Apartment

3-Bedroom 
Apartment

House TotalsHousing
Assuming you won’t be living 
with your parents, you’ll need 
a place to stay. You can reduce 
costs by living with roommates.

Utilities
Monthly bills are sometimes 
included with rent, but 
homeowners must pay for 
utilities. Add all that apply.

Communications
You can save money by skipping 
a landline or cable, or by 
finding a good deal on bundled 
services. Add all that apply.
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$ $ 

$ 

$ 

$ 

$ 

$ 

$ 

$ 

$ 

$ 

Totals

Entertainment
Do your hobbies mainly involve 
a library card, or a season ski 
pass? Entertainment usually 
comes with a price tag.

Make your own 
Fun

Mainly 
Hang Out

Hang Out/ 
Go Out

Mainly 
Go Out

$50 $100 $250 $325

Personal Care
Personal care items 
include haircuts, makeup, 
grooming supplies, and gym 
memberships.

Low Medium High Pamper 
Yourself

$50 $75 $100 $150

Miscellaneous
Do you have pets? How often 
do you buy a new computer? Do 
you like to travel? What about 
unexpected expenses?

Low Medium High Higher

$50-$100 $250 $350 $500

Student Loans
Student debt is a fact of life for 
most graduates. Typical monthly 
payments are listed by degree 
type.

Total your lifestyle choices Total Monthly Expenses
Multiply by 12 to find Annual Expenses Total Annual Expenses
Add in savings (5% to 10% of total) Expenses after Savings
Don’t forget taxes (Add 20% to total*)

Total Salary Needed

No Debt Associate’s 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Graduate 
Degree

$0
Public: $105 
Private: $165

Public: $300 
Private: $380

Masters: $390 
Doctorate: $435 

Professional: $840

*Actual tax rate varies according to income and other factors.

Health Care
You can buy health insurance to 
cover your medical expenses or 
pay out-of-pocket for medical, 
dental, and vision visits.

Enter your ownNo Insurance 
(Penalty Fee)

Buy Insurance 
through Work

Buy your own 
Insurance

$66$8 $124

For a more in-depth version 
of Reality Check that you can 
customize for geographic 

regions and specific occupations, log in to MCIS and start 
Reality Check from the “Assessments” tab.
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Is Self-Employment for You?
Advantages of being your own boss:
• Greater income potential
• Flexible work schedule
• Choice of products and services you provide
• Working for your own interests rather than someone 

else’s leads to more fulfilling and rewarding work.

Risks of self-employment:
• Not guaranteed a steady income.
• May not have sick/vacation pay or a retirement fund
• Hours may be long when you’re starting out
• Half of all new businesses fail within five years.

Questions to Ask:
• Is there a market for my product or service?
• What expenses will I have (include 

licensing, taxes, equipment, inventory, rent, 
advertising, utilities, and insurance)?

• How will I find customers?
• What is the best way to advertise 

and how much will it cost?
• Who is my competition? Can I afford to 

charge less to win customers?
• Do I have money for the start-up costs, or must 

I rely on bank loans or outside investments?

1. I am willing to work  
50 hours or more per 
week regularly?

 3 2 1 0

2.  My family will support  
my going into business.

 3 2 1 0

3.  I am willing to accept 
both financial and career 
risks when necessary.

 3 2 1 0

4.  I don’t need all the  
fringe benefits provided 
by a conventional job.

 3 2 1 0

5.  I would like to take full 
responsibility for the 
successes and failures  
of my business.

 3 2 1 0

6.  I would have more  
financial success by  
running my own business.

 3 2 1 0

7. I feel a great deal of pride 
when I complete a project 
successfully.

 3 2 1 0

8.  I have a high energy level 
that can be maintained 
over a long time.

 3 2 1 0

9.  I enjoy controlling my  
own work assignments 
and making all decisions 
that affect my work.

 3 2 1 0

10. I believe that I am 
responsible for my own 
successes and failures.

 3 2 1 0

11. I have a strong desire to 
achieve positive results 
even when it requires a 
great deal of effort.

 3 2 1 0

12. I have a good understand-
ing of how to manage a 
business.

 3 2 1 0

13. I can function in  
ambiguous situations.

 3 2 1 0

14. One or both of my parents 
were entrepreneurs.

 3 2 1 0

15. I believe that my abilities 
and skills are greater 
than those of most of  
my coworkers.

 3 2 1 0

16. People trust me and 
consider me honest  
and reliable.

 3 2 1 0

17. I always try to complete 
every project I start,  
regardless of obstacles 
and difficulties.

 3 2 1 0

18. I am willing to do some-
thing even when other 
people laugh or belittle 
me for doing it.

 3 2 1 0

19. I make decisions quickly.
 3 2 1 0

20. I have a good network  
of friends, professionals, 
and business  
acquaintances.

 3 2 1 0

Entrepreneurial Assessment:
Circle the number that best describes your work values. Then add up the total and match it to the key.

 3 = Strongly Agree 2 = Somewhat Agree 1 = Somewhat Disagree 0 = Strongly Disagree

Now add up your total 
and refer to the key.

You are likely 
suited to be an 
entrepreneur.

You may be 
suited to be an 
entrepreneur.

Self-Employment 
may not be your 
best career option.

60-41 40-21 20-0
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Matching Interests to Occupations
MCIS assessments that match your interests, skills, and preferences to occupations 
SKILLS Assessment
SKILLS helps you identify your 
skills and match them to specific 
occupations. It also helps you 
recognize how you can transfer 
your skills between occupations.

Work Importance Locator
Find occupations based on 
your work preferences, such as 
working conditions, creativity, and 
recognition.

Occupations Sort
Occupation Sort lets you rank 28 
factors often considered in career 
decision-making. This feature is 
found under the “Occupations” tab, 
rather than under “Assessments.”

Career Cluster Inventory
Rate 80 activities on how much you 
would enjoy doing them. Match your 
interests to the 16 Career Clusters 
and the occupations related to them.

Interest Profiler
Identify your interests and match 
them to six categories: Realistic, 
Investigative, Artistic, Social, 
Enterprising, and Conventional. 
Generates a list of occupations to 
explore under each category.

IDEAS Assessment*
IDEAS links your interests to 
occupations and helpful courses.
*Not available at all sites.

Log in to MCIS, then hover over the “Assessments” 
tab. Choose an assessment from the list, or learn 
more by clicking “About Assessments.” 

Click on any occupation to access a wealth of 
information about it. When you find an occupation 
that interests you, click the save button to put it 
into your portfolio. You can access all your saved 
information using the “My Portfolio” tab.

Each assessment generates a list of matching 
interest areas or career clusters that you can click for 
a list of associated occupations. 

1 3

2

Step 2: Investigate
In the INVESTIGATE step, you get to explore possible career paths. You will start by matching your 
assessment results to occupations. Then you will use Labor Market Information, such as wage 
data, employment outlook, and educational requirements to make informed career choices. 
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Career Clusters
Career Clusters are groups of jobs and industries related by similar 
skills or products. For example, ranchers and veterinarians are both 
part of the Agriculture career cluster because they are both essential 
to raising livestock.

Some jobs can be found in multiple clusters because they are needed 
in several industries. Managers, for instance, are most closely 
associated with the Business, Management, and Administration 
cluster, but managers are found in virtually every industry.

What are Career Pathways?
Career Pathways are the different specialty areas within each career 
cluster. Each pathway may require a different skill set, education, and 
experience. Career Pathways can be used to help you choose courses 
and plan your post-secondary education.

Explore Career Pathways

Click any pathway title for a list 
of occupations in that pathway.

To view the Pathways Map: 
Under “What are Pathways?” 

choose “Career Fields.”

 Start with the Pathways Tab 

Click on an occupation title to 
view detailed career information. 
Includes matching work interests, 
working conditions, wages, 
employment outlook, and more.

The pathways map is organized 
by six color-coded career fields.

Click them for more information.

Log in to
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Using Labor Market Information

Topics
At a Glance

Overview

Helpful High 
School Courses

Work Activities

Working 
Conditions

Physical 
Demands

Skills and 
Abilities

Knowledge

Preparation

Licensing / 
Certification

Wages

Outlook

Interests and  
Values

Related 
Information
U.S. Jobs

Programs of 
Study

Occupations

Industries

Occupation 
Cluster

Real World 
Interviews
Real World 
Interviews

Videos
Occupation 
Videos

When you click on an occupation title in MCIS, it will take you to that occupation’s “At a Glance” page, which 
provides a snapshot of the most used information, including Wages, Employment Outlook, Education, and  
Working Conditions. For more detailed information, use the left menu bar (displayed on the left side of this page).

Essential Labor Market Information for Career Planning

Wages
Money isn’t everything, but that doesn’t 
mean it’s not important. Wage information 
can help you decide which occupations are 
worth pursuing. Students should complete 
the “Reality Check” assessment (page 10) 
to fully understand the significance of wage 
information. Includes wage information for 
Montana and the United States.

Employment Outlook
Outlook data tells you which occupations will 
be in high demand in the future. If projected 
employment data shows that an occupation is 
likely to shrink, it may be difficult to find work 
in that field. Average annual openings predicts 
the number of job openings per year for an 
occupation.

Education Requirements
Termed “Preparation” in MCIS, this section 
indicates what type of education or training 
is needed to enter a certain occupation. 
Some fields have strict requirements, while 
others may not. MCIS shows the percentage 
of employment by education level for each 
occupation. The Programs of Study section 
can help you find specific schools and training 
programs for your area of interest.

Licensing/Certification
Certain occupations require a license or other 
certification to practice. MCIS lists licensing 
requirements specific to Montana. These 
requirements vary from state to state. If a 
license is required, contact information for the 
licensing board will be provided.

Working Conditions
How well-suited are you for this occupation? 
Information is broken down into four areas:

Interpersonal Relationships
How closely will you work with coworkers and 
clients? What methods of communication are 
used?

Physical Work Conditions
Is this an indoor or outdoor job? Are the conditions 
comfortable or challenging?

Work Performance
How closely will you be supervised? What level 
of responsibility will you have? What are the 
expectations for your performance?

Hours/Travel
Can you expect regular hours? Is overtime 
common? How much travel is involved?

Skills and Abilities
For those looking to switch careers, this 
section shows which of your skills will carry 
over to a new occupation. For students, this 
information tells you which skills you’ll need to 
develop to be employable in this field.

Physical Demands
Helps you determine whether you are 
physically capable of performing the work.

And Much More
As you can see, MCIS has a ton of 
occupational information, including interviews 
and videos of real professionals talking about 
their jobs. In total, this information attempts to 
give you a complete picture of an occupation 
to help you decide if it is a good match for you.
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Education and Training Options

Roughly 18% of Montana jobs require 
a Bachelor’s degree or higher.

Here’s how it breaks down:

The average US student 
debt of the graduating 
class of 2015.

A worker with a 2-year Associate’s Degree makes nearly 
as much as one with a Bachelor’s Degree.

Let your career plan dictate your education options,  
not the other way around. Don’t follow a path because  
it seems more prestigious or someone else expects it.  
Do what makes sense for you. 

The next section details other education and training 
options to consider.

The data is compelling, but don’t automatically choose 
a Bachelor’s degree program. It can open a lot of doors, 
but it isn’t always the best financial choice.

Career planning is more 
important than ever.

Education is Expensive!

Education Pays!
Not only does your income potential nearly double from 
getting a high school diploma to getting a Bachelor’s 
Degree, but your chances of being unemployed are 
dramatically lower. Check out these numbers:

That’s fewer than 1 in 5 jobs.

Yet nearly 29% of Montanans hold a 
Bachelor’s Degree or higher.

An estimated 80% of college students switch majors 
at least once,* and that’s okay–switching majors 
is necessary when you discover what you’re truly 
passionate about. But switching majors can also cost 
extra semesters of hard work and thousands of dollars.

That’s why career planning is so important. Your dream 
job may not require a 4-year degree, and knowing that 
in advance can save you time and tuition money. No 
one expects you to have your entire future mapped out 
by the time you finish high school, but putting effort into 
career planning can help you avoid costly false starts.

LESS
THAN
HIGH
SCHOOL

HIGH
SCHOOL
DIPLOMA 
or Equivalent

SOME
COLLEGE to an
ASSOCIATE’S
DEGREE

BACHELOR’S
DEGREE

MASTER’S,
DOCTORAL, or
PROFESSIONAL
DEGREE

Less than High School

HS Diploma or Equivalent

Some College, No Degree

Post-Secondary Award

Associate’s Degree

Bachelor’s Degree

Master’s Degree

Doctoral or Prof. Degree

of MT jobs require

of MT jobs require

of MT jobs require

of MT jobs require

of MT jobs require

MT Average Annual Wage 
by Min. Education Level

Unemployment Rate Education Level Average Weekly Wage

Bachelor’s Degree
or Higher

Less than High
School Diploma

High School Diploma,
No College

Some College

Associate’s Degree

Average Rate: 7.8% Average Wage: $553

22.3% $284

$475

$479

$534

$736

8.6%

9.4%

6.1%

3.2%

Over ten years, the cost of 
tuition at 4-year colleges 
increased more than 30%.

*Source: National Center for Education Statistics
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Types of 
Degrees
Certificate Programs
These programs are less 
than two years, and allow 
you to step right into a 
specific occupation.

Associate & Transfer 
Degrees
Most take two years to 
complete, and some 
can count towards a 
bachelor’s degree.

Bachelor’s Degrees
These usually take four 
years to complete, and 
cover a broad range of 
subjects.

Graduate Certificates
After you earn a 
bachelor’s or master’s 
degree, these certify 
you for a specific task or 
occupation.

Master’s Degrees
These programs usually 
take an additional one 
to two years after you 
complete your bachelor’s.

Professional Degrees
Certain occupations 
require a specific degree. 
Some programs require 
you to earn a bachelor’s 
degree first.

Doctoral Degrees
The highest degree you 
can earn in an area of 
study, these programs 
follow either bachelor’s or 
master’s degrees.

2-Year Colleges
People may choose a 2-year program over a 4-year college because:

Career Goals
For many occupations, you don’t need a 4-year degree. In particular, the Health Care 
industry has dozens of high-paying occupations that require an Associate’s Degree. 
Electrical workers often need only a two-year degree and earn more than most 
occupations requiring a Bachelor’s Degree.

High-paying occupations in Montana that require less than a 4-year degree:
ELECTRICAL & ELECTRONICS REPAIRERS ..... $87,960

RADIATION THERAPISTS ...............................$78,256

AIR TRAFFIC CONTROLLERS .......................... $71,283

NUCLEAR MEDICINE TECHNOLOGISTS .......... $71,243

DENTAL HYGIENISTS .....................................$69,558

DIAGNOSTIC MEDICAL SONOGRAPHERS ......$69,469

ELECTRICAL & ELECTRONICS 
ENGINEERING TECHNICIANS ........................$63,790

TELECOMMUNICATIONS EQUIPMENT  
INSTALLERS & REPAIRERS ........................... $63,214

CARDIOVASCULAR TECHNOLOGISTS  
& TECHNICIANS ........................................... $61,364

REGISTERED NURSES ..................................$59,859

MAGNETIC RESONANCE  
IMAGING TECHNOLOGISTS ........................... $57,884

MORTICIANS, UNDERTAKERS,  
& FUNERAL DIRECTORS ...............................$53,234

RADIOLOGIC TECHNOLOGISTS  
& TECHNICIANS ........................................... $51,278

WEB DEVELOPERS ....................................... $51,034

ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEERING  
TECHNICIANS ...............................................$50,789

ELECTRICAL AND ELECTRONICS  
DRAFTERS .................................................... $50,578

Short-term Training Programs
Specialized occupational training programs can last anywhere from a day to a year or 
more. These programs certify you to work in specific careers. Schools and programs in 
Montana offer several career options, including:
• Beauty and Cosmetology
• Real Estate
• Tax Preparation
• Telecommunications Installation

• Massage
• Outdoor Recreation Outfitters/Guides
• Law Enforcement
• Taxidermy

Job Corps Services around the state provide a variety of certification and training 
programs for occupations such as Culinary Arts, Dental Assistants, Diesel Mechanics, 
Facilities Maintenance, Heavy Equipment Operators/Mechanics, Nursing Assistants, 
Pharmacy Technicians, Bricklayers, Carpenters, Painters, Welders, and more.

Click “Montana Schools” under the “Education” Tab in MCIS for a complete listing.

To Save Money
• Two-year colleges usually have cheaper 

tuition and you only pay for two years. 
• Many university-bound students spend 

their first two years at a community 
college to earn basic credits that 
will transfer to a 4-year school.

• Community colleges often 
allow students to live at home. 
Room and board can be more 
expensive than tuition. 

Limited Time
• Universities focus on a well-rounded 

education, requiring students to take 
courses unrelated to their degree. 
Two-year programs focus on getting 
students to work as soon as possible. 

• Laid-off workers often need to increase 
their earning potential in a short time.

• Caring for children, ill spouses, or 
aging parents may limit the time a 
person has to spend on education. 
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Apprenticeship

What is Apprenticeship?
Montana Registered Apprenticeship is both full-time 
employment and on-the-job training. Apprenticeship 
produces high-paying jobs and highly-skilled workers.

Apprentices get hands-on experience alongside a skilled 
professional in a real-world work environment, and 
related technical instruction in a classroom or online.

Apprenticeship programs take 3 to 4 years to complete, 
depending on the occupation.

During the same time period, an apprentice 
can earn up to $200,000 while learning their 
trade.

GET PAID TO LEARN! START YOUR CAREER DEBT-FREE!

78.2% of 
apprentice program 
graduates are working 
for Montana employers.

21.8% could be self-
employed, work out-of-state, 
or work for an employer that 
does not report to Montana 
Unemployment Insurance.

In 2013, apprentice graduates had  
an average annual wage of $53,500.

That’s nearly $16,000 more than  
the Montana average annual wage.

$53,500
$37,500

Apprenticeship  
Snapshot
• There are almost 

700 apprenticeship 
sponsors in 
Montana.

• More than 1,350 
active Montana 
apprentices 
working in over 
50 occupations.

• 78% of apprentice 
graduates are still 
working in Montana.

• Apprentices 
receive a nationally 
recognized industry 
credential.

• Apprentices learn 
hard and soft 
skills while earning 
a paycheck

Avg. Starting Hourly Wage 
by Min. Ed. Requirement, 2012

The average Montana graduate with a 4-year 
degree enters the work force with $27,568 in 
student debt, and that’s with in-state tuition.

To learn more about apprenticeships, please visit: apprenticeship.mt.gov

www.apprenticeship.mt.gov
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Military Careers

College Credits and Credentialing
The Military offers many tuition support programs, most 
famously the GI Bill. But service members can also receive 
college credit or professional credentials for the training they 
receive. The American Council on Education (ACE) awards college 
credit based on military training and experience. More than 
2,300 colleges and universities recognize these credits.

Likewise, military experience can translate into civilian 
credentials. Certain professions require licensing or certification, 
and each branch of the Military has programs to ensure service 
members receive professional credentials for the training they 
completed in service.

Enlisted vs. Officer Careers
Enlisted

Enlisted careers are varied, but most involve mechanical, 
transportation, human service, or office skills that transfer to 
the civilian world. All enlisted jobs require a high school diploma. 
There is no guarantee service members will receive their first 
choice for a career, as the Services determine where each 
individual’s skills are needed most.

Officer

Officers are the managers of the Military, acting in leadership 
roles that require planning, directing operations, and making 
critical decisions. Officer positions also include civilian careers 
that require advanced degrees, such as law and medicine. 
Officers complete a four-year degree or higher before serving.

Advantages of Military careers:
• Over 140 military occupations.
• Steady paycheck that is competitive 

with the private sector
• Free training in a job specialty.
• Free medical and dental care.
• Free gym and exercise facilities.
• Free on-base housing.
• Programs to help pay for college, both 

before and after your tour of enlistment.

Three Ways to Serve

Active Duty

Active duty service members are full-time 
military personnel, living on base domestically 
or overseas. Active-duty terms last two to six 
years. Deployment can last up to a year. 

Reserve

Reservists are part-time service members who 
pursue civilian careers or college education 
while serving. They attend boot camp and 
participate in training drills one weekend a 
month, plus a two-week program each year.

National Guard

In addition to training drills one weekend a 
month and two full weeks per year, National 
Guard units assist communities in their state 
during emergencies and natural disasters. 
During times of conflict, National Guard 
members may be deployed overseas and may 
see combat. They may also be assigned non-
combat humanitarian tasks like building schools 
and hospitals, training local peacekeepers, and 
other community-building activities.

AIR FORCE ARMY NAVYCOAST 
GUARD

MARINE 
CORPS

Military Pay
Median Annual Wage for:
• Enlisted .................. $33,141
• Warrant Officer ......$51,048
• Officer ....................$75,103

Med. Ann. Wage by Specialty:
• Mechanics ............. $31,571
• Military Police ........$33,845
• IT Specialists .........$41,538
• Intel. Analysts ........$51,362

Source: www.ehow.com/info_7757719_average-salary-military.html

www.ehow.com/info_7757719_average-salary-military.html
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Informational Interviews
Find someone with a job you’re 
interested in and who is willing to 
talk to you about it. Don’t worry 
that you’re wasting their time. 
Professionals often enjoy sharing 
their experience with an enthusiastic 
newcomer.

Interview Tips:
• Interview several people in 

each occupation. Workers 
with the same job titles may 
have very different duties.

• Research the company 
beforehand so you don’t 
waste valuable time 
covering basic questions.

• Be on time, dressed 
professionally, and prepared.

• Take notes.
• Set a time limit for the 

interview (15 to 20 min).
• When finished, thank your 

interviewer, and ask for a 
business card and to be 
referred to others who might 
grant you an interview.

• Don’t ask the person for a job.
• Follow up with a thank you note. 

And when you do eventually get 
a job, let them know about it.

Job Shadowing
Find someone willing to let you 
observe them on the job. Watch, 
listen, and ask questions to get a 
true feel for what their profession is 
like. You may shadow someone for 
several hours, or even days. Check 
out www.jobshadow.com for more 
information.

Volunteering
• Looks great on a resume 

or college application.
• Gives you work experience 

and professional contacts.
• Is great for those with 

limited work experience.

Don’t think of volunteering as unpaid 
work. Volunteering is a chance to 
gain career experience alongside 
professionals without having to pay 
for classes or training. Hospitals, 
schools, libraries, charities, senior 
centers, and other institutions with 
limited funding rely on volunteers.

Part-time or Temp Jobs
• Let you experience a 

job first-hand.
• Allow you to try out several 

types of jobs to help guide your 
ultimate career decisions.

• Give you references 
for future jobs.

• Help you make connections 
in the business world.

Part-time work is a good way to 
make spending money, but it can 
also provide valuable experience. 
Find a part-time job related to a field 
you want to pursue. Want to be a 
chef? Seek a job in food prep. You’ll 
learn a lot about your field, and you’ll 
gain valuable professional contacts.

Internships
• Are basically short-term jobs
• May only last a few 

weeks or months
• May be paid or unpaid positions
• Gain you on-the-job experience 

and enhance your qualifications
• Help you make 

professional contacts

Completing an internship shows 
employers that you are serious about 
your future career, and can gain 
you access to businesses that you 
are not yet qualified to work at. If a 
supervisor likes your work, they will 
remember you when a paid position 
is available.

Questions to Ask:
1. How did you get this job?
2. What preparation is required?
3. What do you like best/least  

about your job?
4. Describe a typical day/week  

in your job.
5.What 3 skills do you use most often?
6. How do you stay competitive  

in your line of work?
7. What are the entry-level jobs  

in your field?
8. Here are my strengths.  

How do they fit in this field?

Step 3: Focus
In the FOCUS step, you will narrow your research to focus on a few promising career options.  
You will learn how to investigate occupations to make sure they’re right for you.  
You’ll also find out how to choose the right education and training options for your career path.

Investigating Careers
Sometimes the popular image of a career doesn’t match up to the reality. Avoid disappointment by 
putting your investigative skills to work. Research and discover everything you can before you commit  
to a career path. Here are some ways to investigate:

www.jobshadow.com
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College Entrance Requirements
You may be undecided about continuing your education beyond high school, and that’s okay. But you don’t want 
to shut the door on any possibilities, so it is best to plan your courses as if you’re preparing for college. Rigorous 
coursework in high school ends up saving time and money you might otherwise spend on remedial courses.

To attend a four-year university in 
the MUS, high school graduates 
must achieve one of the following:
• 2.5 minimum high school GPA
• Rank in the top half of the 

school’s graduating class
• Minimum composite score of 22 

for the ACT or 1540 for the SAT

Complete the college 
preparatory program:
• Math—3 years
• English—4 years
• Lab Science—2 years
• Social Studies—3 years
• College Prep Electives—2 years 

(includes foreign languages, computer 
science, visual/performing arts, career/
technical education units that meet the 
Office of Public Instruction guidelines)

Demonstrate Math Proficiency:
• Complete the Rigorous Core, or

Earn one of the following scores:
• 22 - ACT math
• 520 - SAT
• 3 - AP calculus AB or BC exam
• 4 - IB calculus test
• 50 - CLEP subject exams 

(college algebra, college algebra-
trigonometry, pre-calculus, 
calculus, or trigonometry)

Demonstrate Writing Proficiency:
Earn one of the following scores:
• 18 - ACT writing/English
• 440 - SAT
• 7 - ACT/SAT essays
• 3.5 - MUS writing assessment
• 3 - AP English or literature exam
• 4 - IB language A1 exam
• 50 - CLEP composition exam

Montana University System Admission Policies

Provisional Admission
Students who don’t meet the writing and math proficiency standards can be 
admitted to 4-year universities on a provisional basis. Provisionally admitted 
students can gain full admittance by demonstrating one of the following:
• Earn a “C” or better in developmental math and writing courses 

preparing students for college-level course work  
(must be completed within the first 3 semesters)

• Earn the required score on one or more of the math or 
writing assessment tests required for admissions

• Complete an Associate of Arts (A.A.) or Associate of Science (A.S.) degree
• Submit a letter to the admissions office documenting a disability that 

prevented the student from adequately demonstrating proficiency in a 
test setting if no accommodation was provided at the time of the test

Exemptions—Entrance requirements do NOT apply to:
• Non-traditional students
• Summer-only students
• Part-time students

For full details on MUS admissions policies, please visit:  
www.mus.edu/Prepare/Prepare/MUS_Admission_Standards.asp

Points to Consider:
• Every college has different admission standards. If you have chosen a 

college, research the specific course requirements and plan accordingly.
• If you haven’t chosen a college, take as many advanced 

placement and honors courses as you can handle. It 
shows you are willing to take on a challenge.

• Most colleges are looking for students with a solid background in 
English, math, lab sciences, social sciences, and foreign languages.

• Explore your interests in art or athletics. Participating in extra-
curricular activities can earn you a well-balanced application.

What is the Rigorous Core?
The rigorous core is an alternative to the math proficiency standards 
and an eligibility requirement for receiving the MUS Honors Scholarship.  
In addition to college prep courses, the rigorous core adds one additional 
year of math (4 years total), science (3 yrs.), and electives (3 yrs.).

www.mus.edu/Prepare/Prepare/MUS_Admission_Standards.asp
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Choosing a College

You can’t judge a college by its brochure. Personal visits give you a real feel for each school’s unique culture.

• Choose a date when classes 
are in session. September/
October of your senior year or 
April/May of your junior year are 
good times for campus visits.

• Schedule the following: a 
campus tour, an appointment 
with an admissions officer, an 
appointment with a financial 
aid officer, a tour of campus 
housing, and appointments to 
sit in on a couple of classes 
in your area of interest.

• Be sure to bring: a camera, a 
map of the campus, a list of 
questions to ask, such as:

 

Diversity
Students and 
faculty from diverse 
backgrounds can 
expose you to new 
points of view.

Becoming comfortable 
with different ways of 
thinking is essential 
in the globalized 
workforce.

 

Cost and Financial Aid Availability
In-state tuition is 
cheaper, but enrolling 
in the right program 
can maximize your 
earning potential.

Find out which 
scholarships and 
other financial aid 
are available for each 
school.

Location
Colleges in large cities 
provide better access 
to businesses related 
to your field of study.

Smaller communities 
may afford more 
opportunities for 
outdoor recreation.

Retention and Graduation Rates
Poor retention rates 
mean that students 
are likely switching 
schools.

Low graduation 
rates can signal big 
problems in a school 
or program.

Campus Life
What clubs, sports, 
and extracurricular 
activities does the 
school offer?

What housing options 
are available? What 
about off-campus 
activities?

Quality of the Program

How closely does the 
program align with 
your career goals?

What is the program’s 
reputation among 
professionals in your 
chosen field?

Size of the Student Body
Large schools may 
offer  more resources, 
facilities,  and 
specialized majors.

Smaller schools may 
offer more personal 
attention and 
connection.

Range of Majors Offered
More opportunities 
to connect with 
students and faculty 
in overlapping 
disciplines.

Changing your major 
doesn’t necessarily 
mean switching 
schools.

 THINGS TO CONSIDER   

 COLLEGE VISITS   

What tutoring services and 
study labs are available?

What kind of internet/
computer access is available?

What is the average class size?

What meal plans are offered 
for students living on-campus?

What housing options are 
available on campus? 

 

What social activities/
clubs are offered?

What are the admissions 
requirements?

What type of financial 
aid is available?

How is the campus laid out?

How safe is campus? 
What are the crime rates?  

What security options are there? 



MONTANA DEPARTMENT OF LABOR & INDUSTRY 23

Choosing a College with MCIS

 

MCIS School Sort 
MCIS School Sort lets you sort schools by type, location, 
size, admissions requirements, and other factors 
important to your decision. You can use the resulting 
list to browse the school info on MCIS, or you can go 
directly to the school’s official website.

MCIS Programs of Study
The Programs of Study feature gives you detailed 
information about different majors, such as admission 
requirements, typical coursework, and related career 
info. It also lets you search nationally for schools 
offering specific programs.

Stay Organized with Application Tracker
The Application Tracker helps you organize your college application process from start to finish. You can:

 START WITH THE EDUCATION TAB 
Choosing a 
Program of 
Study 
Learn how to 
choose a program 
and the different 
types of degrees.

Programs  
of Study
Explore different 
majors, and 
find the schools 
that offer each 
program.

Choosing  
a School
Learn about 
admissions tests, 
the admissions 
process, and how 
to select a school.

Montana 
Schools
Info on tuition, 
admissions 
requirements, 
financial aid, 
and majors for 
Montana schools.

US Colleges
Detailed 
information about 
schools in the US.

School Sort
Create a list of 
schools based on 
your major, cost, 
size, and location.

Compare 
Schools
Compare up to 
three schools 
side-by-side.

Here’s what’s in each section:

• Save a record of 
the schools and 
scholarships you’ve 
applied for.

• Keep track of your 
entrance exams 
scores, and save 
the dates for 
upcoming exams.

• Save important 
dates like application 
deadlines, career 
fairs, and meetings 
with advisors.

• Update the status 
of your applications 
and share them 
with your advisor.

• Add schools 
directly from MCIS 
School Sort.

• Add scholarships 
directly from MCIS 
Financial Aid Sort.
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Financial Aid Options
Financial aid is money to help you pay for college. It comes from the government, banks, schools, and private 
donors. While loans have to be paid back, grants and scholarships don’t. Each source of financial aid has its 
own eligibility requirements, so research them to find out if you qualify. Don’t assume you won’t be eligible for 
financial aid—not all types are based on financial need.

(20 hours or less per week) jobs for 
students with exceptional financial 
need. Jobs are usually on campus 
and are sometimes related to career 
goals or fields of study.

Student Loans

The Perkins Loan
A low-interest loan for undergraduate 
and graduate students with 
exceptional financial need.

The Stafford Loan
A low-interest loan for undergraduate 
and graduate students attending 
school at least half-time.

Parent Loans for Undergrads 
Loans made to parents of dependent 
undergraduate students enrolled at 
least half-time in an eligible school.

Institutional Loans
• Deferred fee installment programs 

and short-term loan programs
• Bureau of Indian Affairs 

and tribal loans

Health Profession Loans
• Health Education Assistance Loan
• Health Professions Student Loan
• Nursing Student Loan Program

Scholarships
Scholarships are money awarded by 
organizations and individuals, based 
on academic performance, financial 
need, athletic or artistic ability, 
ethnicity, or field of study.

Grants 
Grants are money given to you, 
based on financial need.

The Pell Grant 
A federal award to help 
undergraduate students pay for 
education beyond high school.

Supplemental Educational 
Opportunity Grant 
A grant for undergraduate students 
with exceptional financial need.

Montana Higher Education Grant 
Awards are based on financial need.

MTAP-Baker Grants
Grants based on financial need 
and student earnings. Students 
must have $2,600 in earnings to be 
eligible.

Work-Study Programs
Most colleges offer work-study 
programs, which provide part-time 

Step 4: Take Action
In the TAKE ACTION step, you will learn what to do after you’ve chosen a career to pursue.  
You’ll learn how to find financial aid for school, how to write resumes and cover letters, and how 
to interview for a job. You’ll also learn to develop your Soft Skills–the skills needed to keep a job.

Military and Veteran’s Aid
The U.S. Military offers four main 
Tuition Support Programs: Tuition 
Assistance, the Montgomery G.I. 
Bill, College Fund Programs, and 
Loan Repayment Programs. R.O.T.C. 
scholarships are also available. Go 
to www.todaysmilitary.com and  
www.gibill.va.gov to find out more.

Tax Credits
Tax benefits can lower the cost of 
your continuing education. Income 
restrictions may apply.

American Opportunity Tax Credit
A maximum tax credit of $2,500 
per year for expenses paid for 
tuition, fees, and course materials 
for the first four years of post-
secondary education.

Lifetime Learning Tax Credit
A tax credit available for qualified 
tuition and related expenses of 
undergraduate or graduate-level 
education.

Student Loan Interest Deduction
Allows you to deduct up to $2,500 
in student loan interest on your 
taxes.

Start with the FAFSA
The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is the first step in applying for most financial aid, such as 
the Pell Grant, student loans, and college work-study. The FAFSA is also a good way to evaluate your ability to 
pay for college and receive financial aid. Find out more at www.fafsa.ed.gov.

www.todaysmilitary.com
www.gibill.va.gov
www.fafsa.ed.gov
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 FINDING FINANCIAL AID WITH MCIS   

Paying for School
Find answers to common 
questions about financial 
aid. Learn how to apply for 
scholarships, grants, and 
loans.

Financial Aid Sort
Create a list of scholarships 
and grants based on your 
educational plans, abilities, 
and background.

Financial Aid
Detailed information about 
thousands of scholarships 
and grants. Find out if you 
qualify and how and when to 
apply.

Montana Scholarships
Detailed information about 
scholarships and grants just 
for Montana residents. Find 
out if you qualify and how to 
apply.

 FINANCIAL AID TIPS   
• Financial aid applications have strict 

deadlines, so start early.
• In early January (for fall semester) submit your 

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).
• You must reapply for financial aid each year. 

Reapply every January.
• Register with the Selective Service—failure to register 

may prevent you from receiving federal financial aid.
• Drug charges may make you ineligible 

for federal financial aid.

• If you are under 23, most financial aid applications 
will ask for information on your parents’ finances. 
Sit down with them and compile this information.

• Keep copies of all your admissions 
and financial aid documents.

• Financial aid offices of prospective schools 
have information on grants and scholarships 
available through the school.

• It is easier to pay off multiple student loans if you 
consolidate them into one monthly payment. Find 
out more at www.loanconsolidation.ed.gov.

Paying for College Checklist:
 □ Talk with your counselor. Discuss your plans; 

ask for financial aid options; make sure you’re 
taking the right courses; get your transcripts, GPA, 
and class rank; and ask for any other advice.

 □ Use MCIS Financial Aid Sort to search for 
scholarships and grants. Search multiple 
times with different criteria. Apply for 
any you qualify for. Lots of money goes 
unawarded due to lack of applications. 

 □ Make proposals to organizations you are 
involved with for scholarship money. Even 
if they don’t offer scholarships, they might 
give you one just because you asked.

Other Ways to Reduce Costs

Advanced Placement (AP) Courses 
You can earn college credits while you’re still 
in high school. Every AP credit you earn is one 
you won’t have to pay for later. You might even 
graduate early.

In-State Schools
In-state schools can save state residents 
thousands each year. Starting your career 
without 5-figure student loan debt gives you a 
significant advantage.

Two Years at a Community College
Your first few years at college are mostly entry-
level courses. Save money by taking them close 
to home and transfer to a 4-year school later. 
Be aware that some majors may require entry-
level courses not offered at smaller schools.

www.loanconsolidation.ed.gov
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The Job Search: Networking

Here’s how to make networking work for you:
Ask everyone you know about 
employment opportunities.
Take all the people you know, then 
add to that all the people they know. 
That’s hundreds, if not thousands, 
of connections. Chances are, 
somebody you’re connected to will 
have some information about a 
job opportunity. Ask your parents, 
your friends, your friends’ parents, 
your parents’ friends, your cousins, 
your former teachers, your former 
co-workers, and anyone else you 
know. Opportunities can come from 
surprising places.

Social and Professional 
Organizations
From your local rotary club to 
your church to your rugby league, 
organizations are a great place to 
network. Chances are, someone will 
know about a job opening.

Online Social Networks
You’ve got 300 Facebook friends, 
that’s 300 set of eyes helping 
you find your next job. Use them. 
Someone’s bound to know someone 
who’s hiring. Join a professional-
oriented social network, such as 
LinkedIn, to expand your contacts.

Contact the Company
Make a list of companies in your 
chosen field. Visit the company and 
let them know you are interested in 
working for them, even if there are 
no posted job openings.

Introduce yourself to the human 
resources or hiring director, let 
them know what type of job you are 
looking for, leave them a copy of your 
resume, and ask for a business card. 
If a position becomes available, they 
are much more likely to remember 
someone who payed a personal visit.

What is Networking? 
Networking might be the most important part of job hunting, but it’s 
surprisingly simple. Networking is meeting and talking with people. 
That’s it! A casual conversation based on a mutual hobby could 
reveal connections to a potential employer.

ALARMING FACT: MORE THAN HALF OF JOB OPENINGS ARE NEVER ADVERTISED!

Many positions are filled either from within the 
company, through professional recommendations, or 
through word of mouth.  
The upside? You DO know people and there are 
countless opportunities to meet even more!

IT’S
WHO
YOU
KNOW.

Employment Agencies
Many companies use employment agencies to save themselves the step of screening job candidates. 
Employment agencies are often used to find temporary employees, but even if you’re looking for permanent 
full-time work, accepting a temporary position can help build your resume, and gain you valuable connections. 
If a permanent position opens up, the employer will already know and remember you.
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The Job Search: Online Resources

montanaworks.gov
Looking for a job in Montana?

Make this your first destination.

The official State of Montana jobs board, montanaworks.
gov, is hands-down the most comprehensive listing 
of local employment opportunities in the state, listing 
openings not found on Monster, Indeed, or any of the 
national sites.

The site lets you create a profile, save job listings, and 
post resumes that employers and recruiters can view.

While montanaworks.gov is the best bet for 
Montana-based jobs, it only lists openings within 
the state. To take your job search wider, use the 
national job boards. Here are the top three:

Indeed.com
Aggregates job postings from thousands of sources 
and posts them on one site. Indeed is the most widely-
used job search aggregator on the web.

Monster.com
A job search engine that also offers career resources 
and articles covering everything from resume writing 
to interviewing. You can save a portfolio, and link to 
your LinkedIn account.

CareerBuilder.com
Uses a patented search function that uses keywords 
in your resume to accurately match your skill set to 
specific jobs. This turns up job openings requiring 
skills you possess in fields you may not have otherwise 
considered.

National Job Boards

Online Networking
These days, a LinkedIn profile is practically a 
requirement for job hunting. It is an online professional 
networking tool that lets you showcase your most 
impressive qualifications and accomplishments, and 
gets your professional profile in front of recruiters and 
hiring managers.

Here are some tips to maintaining an impressive 
LinkedIn profile:
• Always use a profile picture of yourself (not 

your pet/child/favorite movie). If possible, 
have your portrait taken professionally.

• Connect to as many professionals as you 
can, and make sure to endorse their skills. 
Usually, they’ll be happy to reciprocate.

• Share articles and other helpful resources related to 
your career field. This will get you views and establish 
you as being engaged and active in your field.

• Join LinkedIn groups related to your interests. 
This is an excellent way to connect with people 
you might never otherwise have met.

• Display samples of your work
• Use LinkedIn’s Job Search feature.

Submitting a Resume Online
To submit a resume online, you’ll need 3 file types:
• Original - Keep your original resume file for 

easy editing. You can tailor it to each position 
you apply for. Some employers even ask for 
resumes in a Word doc (or compatible) format.

• PDF - PDFs are ideal for electronic submission 
because your resume will look, email, and 
print exactly how you designed it. 

• Plain Text - Make a copy of your resume without 
formatting and saved as a .txt file. This version is 
for pasting into electronic submission forms.

Online Job Postings
Read the submission instructions thoroughly and follow 
them to the letter. If an attachment is requested, send 
a PDF or the specified document type. If you’re asked 
to use an electronic form or paste your resume into an 
email, use the plain text version. Following instructions 
demonstrates attention to detail and makes you look 
good to a potential employer.

www.jobs.mt.gov
www.jobs.mt.gov
www.jobs.mt.gov
www.indeed.com
www.monster.com
www.careerbuilder.com
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Job Service

What is Job Service Montana?
Job Service Montana connects job seekers to jobs that match their skills, abilities, and experience. They provide 
customer-focused employment and training opportunities that prepare clients for work, and connect a highly 
skilled workforce to the business community. There are 16 Job Services throughout Montana.

 Employment Resources  

REGISTRATION
Registering with Job Service is the first step in your job 
search. This will connect you with local job openings 
across Montana. It is also a requirement in order to 
receive Unemployment Insurance.

Searching for jobs is easy and accessible through jobs.
mt.gov, the central job posting hub for the Montana 
Department of Labor & Industry. Job Service can help 
you register and provide training on how to use the site.

APPLICATION ASSISTANCE
Job Service can guide you through the online 
registration and application processes many 
companies require. Job Service offices have access to 
applications from companies across Montana, and can 
help you complete them in a professional manner. 

RESUME AND COVER LETTER ASSISTANCE
Workforce Consultants can help you build your resume 
and cover letter to effectively and accurately highlight 
your experience, skills, and training.

INTERVIEW ASSISTANCE
Interviews are essential to securing a new job. Job 
Service staff can help you prepare for a variety of 
different types of interviews, and even help you practice 
with mock interviews. Workforce Consultants can also 
teach you how to negotiate your wages and benefits.

RESOURCE CENTERS
Resources available to job seekers include computers, 
internet access, copy and fax machines, printers, 
telephones, and career information through MCIS.

LABOR MARKET & CAREER INFORMATION
Knowing which occupations are in demand will help you 
make an informed decision for your future. Job Service 
staff can help you find and understand information 
about in-demand jobs, wage rates, employment 
projections, and health and safety statistics

VETERANS AND ELIGIBLE SPOUSES
Priority service is given to those who have served in 
active military service, and to their qualifying spouses. 
As a veteran, you may benefit from additional services 
and be given preference in employment training and 
placement services. 

DISABILITY RESOURCE COORDINATOR
If you have a disability, a Disability Resource 
Coordinator can help you find community resources 
to assist in removing employment barriers, such as 
access to training, transportation and housing. Job 
Service can also provide consultation to employers 
about providing reasonable accommodations to 
employees with disabilities.

www.jobs.mt.gov
www.jobs.mt.gov
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Job Service Montana Locations

BILLINGS
2121-B Rosebud Drive
Billings, MT 59102-6274
(406) 652-3080

BOZEMAN
121 North Willson Ave.
Bozeman, MT 59715
(406) 582-9200

BUTTE
2201 White Blvd.
Butte, MT 59701
(406) 494-0300

CUT BANK
501 East Main Street
Cut Bank, MT 59427
(406) 873-2191

GLENDIVE
211 S. Kendrick Ave.
Glendive, MT 59330
(406) 377-3314

GREAT FALLS
1018 7th Street South
Great Falls, MT 59405
(406) 791-5800

HAVRE
160 First Avenue
Havre, MT 59501
(406) 265-5847

HELENA
715 Front Street
Helena, MT 59601
(406) 447-3200

KALISPELL
427 First Avenue East
Kalispell, MT 59901
(406) 758-6200

LIBBY
417 Mineral Ave. Suite 4
Libby, MT 59923
(406) 293-6282

MILES CITY
12 North 10th Street
P.O. Box 1786
Miles City, MT 59301-1786
(406) 232-8340 

MISSOULA
539 S. Third Street W
Missoula, MT 59801
(406) 728-7060

POLSON
417B Main Street
Polson, MT 59860
(406) 883-7880

SIDNEY
211 North Central Ave.
Sidney, MT 59270
(406) 433-1204

THOMPSON FALLS
2504 Tradewinds Way, Suite 1
Thompson Falls, MT 59873
(406) 827-3472

WOLF POINT
201 Main Street
Wolf Point, MT 59201
(406) 653-1720

Visit jobs.mt.gov for local Job  
Service Montana information.

www.jobs.mt.gov
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Job Applications

EDUCATION:
Level of Education Name & Location of School From: 

(Mo./Yr.)
To:

(Mo./Yr.)
Subject Studied/

Degree or Certification Earned
Year 

Grad.

High School

College

Other Training Opportunities

EXPERIENCE: (Paid work experience, volunteer, related school experience, etc.)
Dates: (Mo./Yr.) Name & Address of Employer Supervisor Phone No. Salary Position Reason for Leaving

ADDITIONAL QUALIFICATIONS:
Volunteer Work

Skills and Abilities

Licenses or Certificates

Awards or Honors

REFERENCES: (Preferably people familiar with your work/training)

Name Relationship to You Address Day Phone

Being Prepared
Sometimes employers ask you to fill out an application on the 
spot. Make a good impression by being prepared. Dress well and 
bring any information you might need (see sample below).

For a Job Service generic application that you can print or fill out 
electronically, go to goo.gl/NScrkz

Job Application Tips:
• Remember the application deadline and 

where to deliver it.

• Be honest about your experience and work 
history.

• Write legibly and use a pen.

• Answer all questions. If the question doesn’t 
apply to you, write “N/A” or “Not Applicable.”

• Explain gaps in your work history with your 
major activity for that period: “Attending 
school,” “Job-hunting,“ or “Caring for a 
parent.”

• If asked for a desired salary, write 
“negotiable,” or give a salary range.

Name      
 Last  First  MI

Address        
 Street  City  State  Zip

Phone    Email       

www.goo.gl/NScrkz
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Cover Letters
What is a Cover Letter?
Your cover letter is your first real chance to present “You” to a potential employer. It is your opportunity to express 
interest and enthusiasm for a job opening, and a chance to show off your writing skills. Above all, your cover letter 
should clearly express what you have to offer an employer.

June 17, 2015 

Ms. Helena M. Forbes, HR Specialist 
Millenium Communications
1408 King Parkway
Townsburg, MT 59715

Dear Ms. Forbes,

I recently had the pleasure of speaking with Henry Battrell, your representative at the Missou-
la job fair. We discussed the Marketing Manager position at Millenium, a position for which I 
believe I am uniquely suited, having previous experience both in team management and in the 
communications industry.

Henry mentioned that Millenium has plans to expand into online marketing and video produc-
tion. While studying fi lm and television production at Montana State University, I led a team that 
produced a series of online videos promoting community involvement on campus. Th e series is 
currently featured on MSU’s homepage and has received over 300,000 views.

Your position description notes that the Marketing Manager will take an active, hands-on role in 
all major projects, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Not only have I managed teams that in-
cluded writers, graphic artists, videographers, and voice-over actors, I also possess the skill set to 
take on a wide variety of the tasks myself. I am fully-versed in video production soft ware Adobe 
Premiere Pro and Aft er Eff ects, as well as print and web media production tools Adobe InDesign, 
Photoshop, Illustrator, and Dreamweaver.

Th ank you for considering me as a candidate. I welcome the opportunity for a personal interview 
to discuss this position further. I will contact you in the next few weeks to arrange a mutual time 
to meet.

Sincerely,

Jane Q. Public

Enclosure: Resume

Jane Q. Public
1234 Streetname Dr.   |   Hometown, MT 59808   |   (406) 555-1234   |   Email@email.com

Cover Letter Tips:
• Read application instructions 

carefully and follow them. 
If they say no cover letters, 
don’t send one.

• The format of you cover letter 
should match your resume. 

• Inquire about a specific job 
opening. Mention the position title 
and gear your letter specifically 
to that position. Customize 
your cover letter for each job.

• Be brief, concise, and direct.
• Show your personality. It may be 

a formal business letter, but don’t 
be boring. Give the hiring manager 
a reason to remember you.

• Refer to, but don’t repeat your 
resume. Highlight your most 
relevant achievements and 
use them to prove you are 
perfect for the position.

• Make it about them. Show off 
your qualifications, but don’t focus 
exclusively on yourself. Tell them 
why you’re the best person to 
help them achieve their goals.

• Research the company’s 
goals, culture, and language. 
Show interest in the company, 
not just the paycheck.

• Proofread multiple times. 
Have someone else proofread 
for you. Some mistakes 
may be invisible to you.

Follow up with a phone call or email 
to arrange an interview, restate your 
interest in the job, and find out where 
they are in the hiring process.

Address your letter to a specific 
person. If you don’t know their name 
and title, call and ask, or use “Dear 
Hiring Manager.”

First paragraph: state your reason for 
writing, and how you heard about the 
position.

Middle section: state your 
qualifications and how they fit the 
company’s goals.

Closing paragraph: Specifically 
request an interview. Restate your 
interest in the position and express 
your enthusiasm.

Leave four blank lines between your 
closing and name. This is where your 
signature goes. Always sign physical 
letters by hand.

4 
Sp

ac
es
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MCIS can automatically output your resume 
in several different styles. Open “Resume 
Creator” under the “My Portfolio” tab, enter 

your information, and choose the type of resume you want to create. 
You can save multiple resume files to your portfolio.

Resumé Writing
What is a Resume?
Your resume exists for a single purpose: To get you a job 
interview. The key to writing a resume that gets you noticed is 
understanding what the employer needs, and focusing every item 
in your resume on proving that you are the candidate who can get 
them the results they want.

Resumes Tips: 
Write a customized, targeted resume for each job.
There’s no such thing as a one-size-fits-all resume. Employers 
want to know what you can do for them, so tell them exactly what 
they want to hear. Find key words from the job posting that reveal 
business needs. Use those words in your resume to explain how 
your skills and experience can help them achieve their goals.

Toot your own horn.
Don’t be modest in your resume. It is an advertisement for you, 
designed to convince an employer that not only can you do the 
job, but you can do it better than anyone else. Even if you’re filled 
with self-doubt, never let your resume show it.

Your resume should be well-organized,  
attractively designed, and free of errors.
What your resume looks like is as important as what it says. 
Research shows that employers scan a resume for an average of 
six seconds before they decide to read it or trash it. 
• Your main selling points should be identifiable at a glance. 
• Good design is about function, not flashiness. Keep your 

layout modest and elegant, but above all easy to read. 
• Find someone you trust and ask them to proofread. 
• Grammatical errors indicate poor attention to detail. 

One or two mistakes may not disqualify you from a job, 
but they might give another applicant the edge.

Choose the proper format for the situation.
The two main resume formats are CHRONOLOGICAL and 
FUNCTIONAL. The one you choose will depend both on your work 
history and the job you’re applying for.

A Chronological Resume:
• Focuses on positions you’ve held and 

companies you’ve worked for. 

• Lists all the jobs you’ve had, going 
back 10 to 15 years.

• Begins with your most recent job and 
continues in reverse chronological 
order.

• Highlights your skills and 
accomplishments

Use a Chronological resume if...
• You want to highlight your progression 

up the career ladder.

• You have a lengthy and stable work 
history.

• Are seeking a position in the same 
industry as most of your previous jobs.

• Want a competitive edge. Employers 
prefer this format, and it works much 
better with resume-filtering software 
that large firms use.

A Functional Resume:
• Focuses on your accomplishments, 

skills, abilities, and experience with 
specific tasks.

• Emphasizes how the skills you’ve 
attained will transfer to the position 
you’re seeking.

• Should contain a list of jobs held, but 
that should not be the focus of the 
resume.

• Should be used with caution. They are 
often used to cover up a problematic 
work history.

Use a Functional resume if...
• You are changing careers and your 

past positions are all in an unrelated 
industry.

• You have a limited work history. Skills 
and accomplishments come from all 
over, not just formal paid positions.

• You have a problematic work 
history that includes large gaps in 
employment.
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Resumé Writing

Professional Summary 

• Technical writer/graphic designer with 12 years of professional experience. 
• Specializes in expressing complex ideas with plain, concise language and simple, 

attractive graphics. 
• A voracious learner who acquires and implements new skills quickly.

• Eager to apply my talents and experience in a brand manager position.

Work History 

Technical Writer/Graphic Designer April 2004-Present
Central Montana Home for the Criminally Insane - Helena, MT

• Create detailed instructions on the proper care and feeding of our clients.
• Use persuasive speaking skills to procure new clients.
• Draft ed the charter for our Western Montana expansion and was instrumental in 

both facilities planning and securing funding through government grants.
• Nominated for Administrator’s Award in 2005.

Writing Instructor January 2002-April 2004
Montana State University - Bozeman, MT

• Developed writing curruculum, facilitated classroom discussions, instructed students 
on proper grammar and persuasive writing techniques.

• Conducted one-on-one workshops with each student for every major assignment.
• Tutored students from diverse backgrounds and majors in the resource center.

Education 

MA, English Literature
Montana State University, Bozeman, MT

BA, Media and � eater Arts/English Literature
Montana State University, Bozeman, MT

Skills 

Computer Skills:  Profi cient in Adobe InDesign, Illustrator, Photoshop, Word, Excel, and 
Outlook. Working knowledge of HTML and CSS coding.
Other skills:  Illustration, proofreading, time management, public speaking

Je� rey D. Lebowski
1234 Streetname Dr.   |   Hometown, MT 59808   |   (406) 555-1234   |   Email@email.com

Name
Your name front and center at the top of the 
first page in a large, easy-to-read font. Make it 
the largest text on the page

Professional Summary
This is your sales pitch. Highlight 2-3 of your 
most impressive accomplishments and traits. 
Include a reference to the position you’re 
applying for.

Contact Information
Include your mailing address, phone number, 
email address, and any other relevant contact 
information. Make sure your email address 
sounds professional.

Work History
List your work experience in reverse 
chronological order (most recent first). You 
don’t need to list every job you’ve ever held. 
Include only those relevant to the position 
you’re applying for, or that provide evidence of 
skills you possess.

Education
List your degrees, diplomas, certificates 
and other relevant education credentials. If 
you have a college degree, it’s generally not 
necessary to include high school info.

Skills
List any skills you possess that weren’t 
covered in the Work History section. It’s a 
good idea to summarize your computer skills 
here, so employers can find them at a glance. 
Include skills learned from hobbies, but only if 
they are relevant. 

RESUME DOs & DON’Ts
DO
• Be specific. Don’t say you’re “results-oriented.” 

Use specific examples of results you’ve gotten.
• Focus on accomplishments more than job 

duties. Show how you went above and beyond.
• Mention your awards and honors. Even those 

unrelated to work show a reputation for excellence.
• Create a portfolio in MCIS. Use your saved 

information to create resumes in multiple formats.

DON’T
• Pack your resume with every job, promotion, and 

skill you’ve ever had. Keep it focused and relevant.
• Submit a “cute” resume. Make sure your design 

is appropriate for the job you’re seeking
• Exaggerate your qualifications.  

It can be grounds for firing.
• Go longer than two pages.  

A single page is even better.

For additional help, contact your local Job Service to find out about resume  
workshops, or to make an appointment with a Workforce Consultant.



MONTANA CAREER GUIDE 34

Job Interviews

KEEP IT 
ABOUT THEM.

 WHEN IT COMES TO JOB INTERVIEWS:   

 BEFORE THE INTERVIEW   

Research the Company
This step is mandatory. To prepare answers to likely 
interview questions, you need to know how the company 
works and what it needs. Find out what the business 
does, how it is structured, what its goals are, and 
what challenges it faces. A thorough knowledge of the 
company demonstrates your interest in the business, 
and allows you to show how your skills, knowledge, and 
experience can help their bottom line.

Learn to speak their language
Scour the company website for key terms they use to 
convey their core values and principles. Using language 
that reflects their values back to them shows you are a 
good fit for their corporate culture.

Get your documents in order
Bring an extra copy of your resume and other application 
materials, and put together a list of references. If 
appropriate, compile a portfolio of your best work to 
show off.

Rehearse your answers
Research common interview questions and plan how 
you’ll answer them. Think of anecdotes from past jobs 
that illustrate your successes or problems you’ve solved.

Be prepared for the tough questions
Know how you’re going to address anything problematic 
in your work history, such as employment gaps, having 
been fired, having a criminal record, etc. Try to put a 
positive spin on it.

 DURING THE INTERVIEW   

Keep it professional
Keep your answers work-related and avoid giving 
personal information such as marital status, whether 
you have children, your political affiliation, your religion, 
etc. Getting too personal may expose you to bias.

Show enthusiasm
Employers respond well to genuine interest in the job. 
They want employees who are motivated by the work 
itself, not just the paycheck.

Stay positive
Have a “can do” attitude toward potential challenges 
and project confidence that you are up to the task. Avoid 
negative comments about previous bosses or coworkers.

Use discretion
Be honest in your answers, but avoid troublesome areas. 
Don’t talk about your financial or personal problems. 
Don’t bring up salary or benefits.

Show them what you can do
Offer a demonstration of your services. After the 
interview, ask the hiring manager if there is a project you 
can help out with to demonstrate your abilities.

 AFTER THE INTERVIEW 
Show appreciation
Thank your interviewer on the way out. Follow up with a 
thank you note in the next few days.

The employer wants to know two things: that you’re qualified for the job, 
and what you can do for the company. When the interviewer asks about 
you, explain how your skills, knowledge, experience, and abilities will 
benefit the organization.
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 COMMON INTERVIEW QUESTIONS   

Tell me about yourself.
The interviewer wants to know if you 
can answer an open-ended question 
in a focused and articulate way. They 
are asking about your professional 
background, not your personal life.
• If your qualifications are a 

great fit for the job, emphasize 
them. Begin with your most 
recent job, then highlight your 
most relevant professional and 
educational experiences.

• If your work history doesn’t match 
the job opening, emphasize 
how your skills and experience 
will transfer to the new job.

• Mention hobbies only if they 
are relevant to the job or show 
off your best attributes.

Why did you leave your last job?
If you left voluntarily: 
Emphasize that you’re looking for 
new opportunities. Cite specific 
aspects of the position you’re 
seeking that your previous job didn’t 
offer.

If you were laid off: 
This doesn’t reflect poorly on you. 
Simply explain the employer’s 
situation that led to the layoffs.

If you were fired: 
Admit it and don’t attempt to deflect 
the blame. Explain the situation 
and what you learned from it. 

Why do you want to work here?
Describe the aspects of the company 
you most admire, then show how 
those aspects align with your skills 
and experience, as well as your 
personal values.

Why should we hire you?
Connect your skills and experience 
directly to the company’s needs and 
goals. Use your research and be as 
specific as possible. 

What is your greatest 
strength/weakness?
Discuss a strength that matches 
a specific business need you’ve 
identified in your research. Use a 
personal success story to illustrate 
this strength.

Choose a weakness that doesn’t 
directly affect the job you’re seeking. 
Describe how you’re working to 
improve yourself.

Where do you see 
yourself in 5 years?
Show that you plan to stick around, 
but you also want to advance your 
career. Research the company’s 
structure, and describe a realistic 
advancement scenario within the 
organization.

Tell us about a time...
Job interviews usually have 
questions asking you to recall 
anecdotes from your work history.
• What is your greatest 

achievement? 
• Describe a problem 

you’ve encountered and 
how you overcame it. 

• Recall a time you had to deal 
with an angry customer and 
how you fixed the situation.

Come prepared with stories that not 
only show off your best qualities, 
but tie directly in to the company’s 
business needs. 

Do you have any questions for us?
Always answer “Yes.” Prepare 
questions that demonstrate 
your desire to succeed in their 
organization. Some examples:
• What are the keys to 

success in this job?
• What are the biggest 

challenges in this job?
• How does this company 

measure success?
• What growth opportunities 

does this position offer?
• When can I expect to 

hear back from you?

Project 
Professionalism
Your appearance speaks volumes 
about your character and habits

ARRIVE EARLY
Arrive 10 minutes early. Scout 
out the interview location the day 
before, looking out for construction 
or other hold-ups.

LOOK YOUR BEST
• Dress appropriately.
• Hair and makeup should be 

neat and understated.
• No heavy perfume or cologne.

BODY LANGUAGE
• Look the interviewer in the eye.
• Sit up straight and be alert.
• Don’t chew gum.
• Smile when appropriate.

If you would like to practice 
interviewing with a Workforce 
Consultant, contact your local Job 
Service to set up an appointment.
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Soft Skills Checklist
Five Major Soft Skills Categories:
Workplace Basics - All about professionalism and dependability.

Attitude - Do you make clients feel welcome, or uncomfortable?

Communication - Do you listen? Ask questions? Speak and write 
clearly?

Teamwork - Can you take and give criticism gracefully? Resolve 
interpersonal conflicts?

Problem Solving - Can you apply critical thinking to a situation and 
devise creative solutions?

What are Soft Skills?
• Non-technical skills 

common to every job.
• Workplace basics every employee 

must have to remain employable.
• The number one thing employers 

are looking for in job applicants.
• What employers most often say 

is lacking in the applicant pool.

Dependability

 □ I show up on time.
Why it’s important

Customers expect someone will be 
ready to help them when the doors 
open. If other workers depend on 
you getting your work done, being 
late prevents them from doing their 
job. When running late, let your boss 
know as soon as possible.

How to demonstrate this skill

Get to class on time. Arrive early 
to appointments. If you have a job, 
be on time every day. If you are 
habitually late, make adjustments 
like getting up earlier, finding reliable 
transportation, etc.

 □ I don’t call in sick unless 
I’m actually sick.
Why it’s important

Faking sick days can be grounds 
for dismissal. Save sick leave for 
those times that you really need it. 
But if you are sick, don’t spread it 
around the office. Stay home and 
contact your employer as soon as 
possible. 

Meeting Deadlines
 □ I meet my deadlines.
Why it’s important

Many deadlines are not negotiable 
and can cause serious problems if 
they are not met.

How to demonstrate this skill

Turn your homework in on time. 
Plan ahead and prioritize your work.

 □ If I can’t meet a deadline, 
I tell my boss ASAP.
Why it’s important

Sometimes deadlines can’t be 
met for reasons you can’t control. 
Immediately tell your supervisor 
about any issues preventing you from 
meeting a deadline so they can re-
prioritize or address issues outside 
of your authority.

 □ I can prioritize tasks.
Why it’s important

Arranging tasks in order of urgency 
and importance helps you meet 
deadlines. Consult your supervisor If 
you don’t know what takes priority.

How to demonstrate this skill

Break down class projects into 
smaller tasks, estimate the time 
required for each, and readjust.

Customer Service
 □ I go out of my way to 
help customers get 
just what they want.
Why it’s important

A friendly and professional 
experience keeps customers coming 
back. If customers are not happy, the 
business will not be profitable.

 □ I remain calm and 
professional, even  
when the client is not.
Why it’s important

Escalating the situation by raising 
your voice or arguing will only lose 
you a customer. Staying calm and 
doing your best to meet a client’s 
needs is the best way to diffuse 
a tense situation. Involve your 
supervisor if a request goes beyond 
what you are authorized to provide.

 □ I take time to really listen 
to customers to understand 
what they want.
Why it’s important

If a customer complains, listen to 
them. Find out what the issue really 
is. It’s seldom personal. They just 
want their needs met.
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Soft Skills Checklist
People Skills

 □ I treat my boss and 
coworkers with respect.
Why it’s important

Nothing poisons a workplace like 
employees who don’t get along. Your 
boss’s authority should be respected. 
They are directly responsible for your 
continued employment. Getting along 
with your coworkers is essential 
for success, so learn to deal with a 
broad range of personality types. 
Learn your company’s policies for 
handling disagreements. Use the 
process when necessary, but not 
vindictively.

How to demonstrate this skill

Treat your parents, teachers, and 
peers respectfully.

 □ I dress appropriately.
Why it’s important

Dress according to the standards 
set by the business. Jeans and work 
shirts are appropriate for a job in a 
garden center, but not for a bank. 
Find out about the dress code before 
your first day of work.

 □ I use appropriate language 
for the workplace.
Why it’s important

Foul or insensitive language can 
make your coworkers uncomfortable 
working around you. It creates a 
hostile work environment.

How to demonstrate this skill

Avoid disparaging anyone’s race, 
age, gender, religion, disability, etc.

 □ I practice good 
personal hygiene.
Why it’s important

Customers prefer clean, well-
groomed employees. Good hygiene 
makes it easier for coworkers to work 
near you. Many people are sensitive 
to perfumes and colognes, so avoid 
wearing fragrances to work.

How to demonstrate this skill

Bathe daily. Be mindful of your 
appearance. Apply make-up and hair 
products with restraint.

 □ I am eager to learn and to 
meet new challenges.
Why it’s important

Businesses constantly face new 
challenges and need employees who 
are flexible and eager to improve. 
Workers stuck in the old ways of 
doing things hold the company back.

How to demonstrate this skill

Volunteer for a project or task.

 □ I face setbacks without 
spreading negativity.
Why it’s important

On any team, morale can mean the 
difference between success and 
failure. Attitude is contagious, so 
spread a positive one.

How to demonstrate this skill

Avoid complaining. When faced with 
a challenging situation, focus on the 
upsides.

 □ I project a welcoming, 
eager-to-please demeanor.
Why it’s important

Being pleasant is the best way to 
make people comfortable. Clients 
are the reason you have a job, so 
show your appreciation.

How to demonstrate this skill

Be warm and pleasant with everyone 
you meet.

 □ I accept new tasks gladly. 
Why it’s important

Accepting a new assignment with 
“No problem” and a smile shows that 
you will complete the task to the best 
of your ability. Responding with an 
irritated sigh signals that you’re not 
up to the task.

How to demonstrate this skill

Pay attention to how you respond 
when assigned homework, chores, or 
projects.

 □ I perform tasks to the 
best of my ability.
Why it’s important

Doing a half-hearted job tells your 
employer that you don’t care about 
the company’s success. 

How to demonstrate this skill

Put 100% effort into every project 
you do, no matter how minor.

 □ I actively seek ways to 
improve my performance.
Why it’s important

Businesses are in constant 
competition with each other, which 
means practices and technologies 
are always evolving. Employees who 
find better, more efficient ways to do 
things will be noticed and rewarded.

How to demonstrate this skill

Try to improve everything you do, 
starting with hobbies and chores. 
Find ways to save time, or techniques 
to improve precision. 
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Soft Skills Checklist

Non-verbal Communication
 □ I practice good posture 
to project confidence.
Why it’s important

Confidence is essential to success, 
and good posture is an important 
visual cue signaling confidence. How 
you present yourself frames how 
others view you and makes a lasting 
impression. Project success. 

 □ I make eye contact when 
speaking with others.
Why it’s important

Eye contact is another important way 
to project confidence. It also shows 
that you are listening attentively.

How to demonstrate this skill

If you naturally shy away from eye 
contact, make an effort to maintain 
it with everyone you talk to. But take 
care not to stare. It’s okay to break 
and reestablish eye contact during a 
conversation. 

 □ I never check my cell phone 
during a conversation.
Why it’s important

Pay attention to the person in front 
of you, using body language and 
eye contact to show you are truly 
listening to them. Checking your 
phone during a conversation makes 
the other person feel devalued.

 □ I mirror the posture and 
mannerisms of others.
Why it’s important

When someone is in a hurry and 
you respond at a leisurely pace, 
they think you don’t care about 
their needs. Mirroring isn’t copying 
someone’s every move, but simply 
matching their mannerisms to show 
empathy and put them at ease.

 □ I smile often, and mean it.
Why it’s important

A smile is welcoming and makes 
people want to be around you. While 
your smile can’t always be genuine, 
adopting a positive attitude can help 
make it so.

 □ I avoid inappropriate 
nonverbal clues.
Why it’s important

Body language can speak louder 
than words. Be aware of any non-
verbal messages you’re sending.

How to demonstrate this skill

Avoid eye-rolling, finger-pointing,  
arm-crossing, etc.

Verbal Communication
 □ I speak clearly and 
enunciate my words.
Why it’s important

If people can’t understand you, it 
doesn’t matter what you say. Some 
people are uncomfortable asking you 
to repeat yourself, and will pretend 
to understand. Clear enunciation 
eliminates this risk.

How to demonstrate this skill

Read aloud or record yourself 
speaking. Make sure to speak at a 
relaxed pace and project your voice.

 □ I am an active listener.
Why it’s important

To understand what a client or 
supervisor wants, you must listen 
carefully, and ask them to clarify 
anything you don’t fully understand. 

How to demonstrate this skill

Practice focusing on the speaker and 
not letting your mind drift.  
Let others finish speaking before 
adding your thoughts.

 □My criticism is positive 
and constructive.
Why it’s important

No one likes being criticized, but it 
is essential to improvement. Frame 
criticism as helpful suggestions and 
take care not to belittle the person or 
question their ability.

How to demonstrate this skill

Begin by saying something positive 
about their performance, then 
suggest ways to build on their 
strengths. Avoid making passive/
aggressive remarks or laying blame.

 □ I use sarcasm all the time 
because there’s totally 
no way anyone could ever 
misinterpret my meaning.
Why it’s important

Sarcasm, especially in writing (see 
above), can be easily misinterpreted. 
While humorous in casual situations, 
avoid sarcasm in the workplace. Be 
clear and direct.

Written Communication
 □ I write clearly and simply, 
but express myself fully.
Why it’s important

Writing must convey meaning 
without the benefit of gestures, facial 
expressions, and body language. 
Clear, direct language is essential to 
writing effectively.

How to demonstrate this skill

Practice writing on subjects that 
interest you. Write reviews of movies 
or products. Edit them to eliminate 
unclear sentences and unnecessary 
words. Try writing texts in complete 
sentences without photos or emojis.



MONTANA DEPARTMENT OF LABOR & INDUSTRY 39

Soft Skills Checklist
 □ I avoid overly long and 
complex sentences
Why it’s important

Brief sentences communicate 
more directly. Your goal is to convey 
information, not to impress people 
with elaborate phrasing. 

 □ I double-check my 
spelling and grammar
Why it’s important

Typos and grammatical mistakes 
make you look unprofessional and 
suggest you lack attention to detail. 

 □ I avoid over-sharing, 
political incorrectness, and 
obscenities on social media
Why it’s important

Social media profiles are our public 
identities. If your profile contains 
objectionable content or represents 
you in a bad light, you may be turned 
down for a job offer or let go from 
your current job. Don’t rely on privacy 
settings to keep your secrets safe. 
Privacy policies change all the time, 
often without a reasonable notice.

How to demonstrate this skill

Go through your social media profiles 
and delete anything you wouldn’t 
want your employer to see. If you 
must share your wild side with 
friends, create an alternate profile.

 □ I take notes to remember 
important discussion points.
Why it’s important

Your memory is unreliable. You may 
forget the finer points of a discussion 
after a night’s sleep. Taking notes 
keeps you focused and can jog your 
memory when you return to a task.

 □ I can assess problems, 
and find solutions
Why it’s important

Every business encounters problems. 
Employees who can identify the 
source of a problem and offer viable 
solutions are highly valued.

How to demonstrate this skill

Take a creative approach to solving 
problems. There’s no instruction 
manual for running a business, so a 
creative mind is a must.

 □ I use good judgment and 
make sound decisions
Why it’s important

Thinking of creative solutions is a 
great skill, but must be tempered 
with the ability to evaluate those 
solutions to decide if they are 
realistic. Ideas must become well 
thought-out plans with many factors 
considered before acting on them.

 □ I can identify areas that 
need improvement and 
offer positive suggestions
Why it’s important

Even if a business is doing well, one 
must always be on the lookout for 
potential problems or ways to make 
things work even better. The ability to 
frame suggestions in a positive light 
makes others more likely to embrace 
them.

 □ I approach my supervisor 
with possible solutions 
rather than just problems
Why it’s important

Often, you understand the realities of 
your job better than your supervisor 
does, making you the ideal candidate 
for proposing solutions. Coming 
to your supervisor with solutions 
rather than just problems shows that 
you can take responsibility for your 
success.

 □ I can change my mind when 
faced with new information.
Why it’s important

It’s embarrassing to be wrong, but 
it’s worse to cling to a position for 
fear of admitting you were wrong. 
When you learn something that 
challenges your point of view, don’t 
dismiss it. Carefully consider the 
facts, and if the new position is more 
convincing, there’s no shame in 
changing your mind.

How to demonstrate this skill

Play devil’s advocate and practice 
arguing in favor of a position you 
don’t hold. Even if you don’t change 
your mind, it can be enlightening 
to follow the logic of the opposing 
viewpoint.
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 TEAMWORK   

 □ I pull my own weight  
when working on a team
Why it’s important

Slacking forces others to do more 
work and causes resentment, 
especially if you accept an equal 
share of the credit and rewards.

How to demonstrate this skill

Offer to help out with chores at 
home. In group projects at school or 
work, make sure your part is done 
well and finished on time. If you don’t 
know what you are supposed to do, 
ask that specific roles or tasks be 
assigned.

 □ I look at situations from the 
other person’s perspective.
Why it’s important

Understanding someone else’s 
position is vital for avoiding or 
resolving conflicts. The better you 
understand someone else’s position, 
the better prepared you are to give 
them what they want, or to persuade 
them that another option is better.

How to demonstrate this skill

When conflict arises, figure out 
what is motivating the other person. 
Imagine yourself in their position, 
and that you don’t know the other 
side of the story.

 □ I adopt a “We’re all in 
this together” attitude.
Why it’s important

An organization can only thrive if its 
employees work together, rather than 
competing against each other. Make 
sure all your actions are positive 
and productive to benefit the whole 
organization. 

 □ I take criticism gracefully 
and use it to improve myself
Why it’s important

Everyone has some room to improve, 
and criticism is an opportunity to 
become better at what you do. 
Recognize that those offering 
criticism are there to help. Taking 
criticism personally makes your 
coworkers uncomfortable offering 
suggestions, and your work may 
suffer for it.

 □ I remain flexible and 
unafraid to change plans if 
something is not working
Why it’s important

Adaptability is crucial to survival. 
Workers stuck in rigid ways of 
thinking cannot innovate, and cannot 
effectively respond to changing 
conditions. This leaves a business 
vulnerable to its competition.

 □ I give credit to others for 
their ideas and efforts
Why it’s important

Often, a few people get credit for a 
successful project that many others 
contributed to. Giving credit where 
it’s due ensures that no one feels 
undervalued. Taking credit for the 
work of others causes resentment 
and can sabotage future teamwork.

How to demonstrate this skill

When you receive a reward or 
accolades, extend credit to those 
who contributed. Do it publicly at the 
time you are acknowledged.

 □ I act as the peacemaker 
when conflicts arise
Why it’s important

A workplace functions better without 
conflict. If you are in a position to 
keep the peace at your workplace, do 
what you can to resolve conflicts.

How to demonstrate this skill

Avoid taking sides in conflicts. If 
someone complains to you about a 
coworker, help them see the other 
point of view. But know when it’s not 
your place to get involved.

 □ I speak my mind, but 
phrase opinions positively
Why it’s important

Progress and improvement depend 
on everyone contributing their best 
ideas, so voice them. Sometimes it 
is necessary to point out what isn’t 
working, but to do so constructively 
requires carefully-considered 
phrasing so it doesn’t register as 
blame or negativity.

How to demonstrate this skill

If you’re shy, practice speaking up 
at school, home, or work. If you’re 
talkative, practice keeping your 
opinions positive and constructive. 
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Tips for Workers with Disabilities

The ADA is a federal civil rights law which prohibits discrimination against 
people with disabilities in employment practices. To be covered by the ADA, 
a person must have a disability, AND must also be qualified to do the job.  
An employer is not required to hire or keep a person who is not qualified,  
nor are they required to give a hiring preference based on disability.

Reasonable accommodation
Reasonable accommodation is a change or adjustment to the work setting, 
process, or schedule that allows a qualified person with a disability to 
perform the essential functions of a job, to have equal opportunity to apply 
for a job, and to enjoy equal benefits and privileges of employment.

Examples of reasonable accommodation
• Making the 

workplace physically 
accessible.

• Part-time or modified 
work schedule. 

• Providing or 
modifying equipment 
or devices.

• Providing a reader 
or interpreter.

• Modifying training 
materials or 
company policies.

• Reassignment to a 
vacant position.

THE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT (ADA)

Important points about reasonable accommodation:
• The requirement to make a reasonable 

accommodation is ongoing and may come up 
any time a person’s disability or job changes.

• It is the responsibility of the person with a disability 
to ask for a reasonable accommodation.

• An employer must provide a reasonable 
accommodation unless they can show it would 
put an undue hardship on the business.

• Undue hardship refers to an accommodation that 
is unduly expensive, disruptive, or that would 
substantially alter the operation of the business.

• If the cost of an accommodation will cause 
hardship on the employer, the employee 
must be given the choice of paying for the 
portion that causes the undue hardship.

• An employer may request medical documentation 
to show that the employee has need of the 
requested accommodation, and to help determine 
the most effective accommodation options.

• Reasonable accommodation does not include 
removing essential job functions, creating new jobs, 
or providing personal need items such as glasses.

• A special tax credit is available to help smaller 
employers make accommodations. A tax deduction 
up to $15,000 per year is available to any business 
for expenses of removing qualified architectural or 
transportation barriers. askjan.org/media/tax.html

• Employees have the right to refuse an 
accommodation. However, if the person cannot 
perform the essential job functions without the 
accommodation, they may not be qualified for the job.

 WHEN TO DISCLOSE DISABILITY INFORMATION  
Just because potential employers cannot legally discriminate against candidates with disabilities doesn’t guarantee 
they won’t. A good disclosure strategy can increase your chances of being treated fairly.

• Don’t disclose in your cover letter or resume.
• If you will need accommodations to 

attend the interview, let the scheduler 
know what you will need up front.

• Schedule your job interview before you disclose.
• If you have a visible disability, it will be 

noticed during the interview. The choice 
to disclose beforehand is yours.

Job Accommodation Network

askjan.org

The Job Accommodation Network 
(JAN) provides free, expert, 
and confidential guidance on 
workplace accommodations and 
disability employment issues. 
JAN helps people with disabilities 
enhance their employability, and 
shows employers how to capitalize 
on their value and talent.

Assistance is available both over 
the phone and online.

JAN is provided by the U.S. 
Department of Labor’s Office of 
Disability Employment Policy.

www.askjan.org/media/tax.html
www.askjan.org
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• If you have an invisible disability, disclose 
AFTER a job offer has been made. This will 
give you the opportunity to compete for the 
job based on your skills and abilities.

• If you are certain that your disability will not affect 
your work performance now or in the future, and 
you will not have to ask for an accommodation, 
then disclosure is probably not an issue.

 HOW TO DISCLOSE DISABILITY INFORMATION  
• Script your disclosure – know what you are going to 

say ahead of time and rehearse it until it’s perfect.
• When you prepare your script, pay attention to the 

words you use. Avoid any terms with a negative 
connotation, like “unpredictable,” “chronic 
condition,” or “permanently debilitated.”

• Briefly describe the disability, but do not give a 
history of your surgeries and hospitalizations. 
The more you discuss your disability the more 
important it will become in the interviewer’s 
mind. Try not to open doors to doubts.

• Like it or not, your goal is to help the employer 
feel comfortable with your disability. A smile 
and a pleasant demeanor will go a long way.

• Focus on telling (or demonstrating) how 
you can do the job, and what strengths and 
abilities you can bring to the company. 

• If you’ll need any accommodations to perform 
the job, tell the interviewer exactly what 
you’ll need up front. Be specific–don’t create 
any room for doubt or the employer might 
overestimate the cost of accommodating you.

• When appropriate, portray your disability as a 
strength. You have had to overcome a lot, and your 
perseverance can be inspiring if you frame it as such.

• All the employer really want to know is: 
Will you be there?
Can you do the job as well or better than others?
Will you be of value to the company? 

Convince them the answer to all three is 
ABSOLUTELY!

 PRE-EMPLOYMENT QUESTIONS (ILLEGAL & LEGAL)  
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) does not allow any pre-employment inquiries about a disability. This 
ensures that qualified people are not screened out before their ability is considered. The employer can get 
information about your qualifications and medical information if it is necessary for safety and health on the job.

Illegal Interview Questions
• Have you ever had a work-related injury?
• Have you ever received workers’ 

compensation or disability benefits?
• How many sick days did you take last year?
• Do you currently have any health problems?
• How much exercise do you do on a daily basis?
• Are you currently taking drugs or medication?
• Have you ever been hospitalized or had a surgery?
• Have you been treated for any mental condition?
• How much alcohol do you drink on a daily basis?
• Will you require time off for medical appointments?

Legal Interview Questions
The ADA allows employers to ask obviously disabled 
applicants questions about specific job functions.
• Can you operate a computer?
• Can you drive a company truck?
• Can you arrive at and begin work at 6 a.m.?
• Can you work a typical 40-hour work week?

Tips for Workers with Disabilities
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 RESOURCES:   

Assistive Technology
MonTECH – Montana’s Technology Related Program for 
People with Disabilities. This organization helps people 
find the necessary assistive devices for reasonable 
accommodation to help them obtain employment.

MonTECH services include:
• Information about assistive technology 

devices and services.
• An equipment loan/lease program.
• Information about funding sources 

for assistive technology.
• An equipment demonstration and evaluation center.

Contact MonTECH:
Rural Institute – MonTECH 
52 Corbin Hall, Missoula, MT 59812 
Telephone: (406) 243-5751 or (877) 243-5511 
E-mail: montech@ruralinstitute.umt.edu 
Website: montech.ruralinstitute.umt.edu

Additional assistive technology sites:
• State of Montana Blind and Low Vision Services 

program: dphhs.mt.gov/detd/blvs.aspx
• Montana Telecommunications Access Program 

(MTAP): dphhs.mt.gov/detd/mtap.aspx

 MONTANA VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION SERVICES  
Montana Vocational Rehabilitation Services (MVR) helps Montanans with disabilities prepare for, obtain, retain, and 
advance in the same high-quality jobs and high-demand careers as persons without disabilities.

Q. What are the eligibility requirements?
• You must have a physical or mental disability that 

prevents you from getting or keeping a job.

• You must provide proof of disability from 
a qualified professional (e.g. a licensed 
doctor or certified psychologist).

• If you have been determined eligible for 
Social Security because of a disability 
(SSI, SSDI) and have proof of that, you are 
presumed to be eligible for MVR services.

• If you don’t have proof of disability, you must tell 
your counselor how to get such information and 
sign a release authorizing the counselor to do so.

• Once determined eligible for MVR services, you will 
meet with a counselor to discuss your plans for 
work, your education and work experience, and your 
challenges and needs. You will set specific goals 
and create a plan of action for getting you to work. 

Q. What services does MVR offer?
• Guidance in selecting a vocational goal
• Assessment of needs to overcome disability 

impediments in achieving work and independence
• Physical and mental restoration services
• Adaptive equipment (adapted computer, 

hand driving controls, etc.)
• Education and training materials
• Transportation related to other VR services
• Interpreter services for the deaf
• Reader services for the blind
• Orientation and mobility instruction 

(visually impaired)
• Services to help students with disabilities 

transition from school to work
• Job placement services 
• Technical assistance for employers
• Any service necessary to get someone to work

Contact Montana Vocational Rehab:
111 North Last Chance Gulch, Suite 4C P.O. Box 4210 – Helena, MT 59604-4210
(406) 444-2590 or (877) 296-1197 Website: dphhs.mt.gov/detd/vocrehab

Tips for Workers with Disabilities

www.montech.ruralinstitute.umt.edu
dphhs.mt.gov/detd/blvs.aspx
dphhs.mt.gov/detd/mtap.aspx
dphhs.mt.gov/detd/vocrehab
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Tips for Seniors

It is illegal for employers to discriminate against you because of your age.
Employers may assume that job applicants over 50 might not have the adaptability, the energy, or the tech-
savvy of younger workers. They may doubt whether their skills are current and whether they’re willing to learn 
new things. If you are over 50 and seeking employment, your goal is to alleviate any concerns about your ability. 
Do this by showcasing your recent experience and accomplishments, and by addressing employers’ concerns 
head-on in the interview.

 YOUR RIGHTS UNDER THE AGE DISCRIMINATION IN EMPLOYMENT ACT 

The Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 
1967 (ADEA) protects those 40 years or older 
from employment discrimination based on age. 
Protections apply to both employees and job 
applicants. 

Under the ADEA, it is unlawful to discriminate 
against a person because of his/her age with 
respect to any term, condition, or privilege of 
employment, including hiring, firing, promotion, 
layoff, compensation, benefits, job assignments, 
and training.

It is also unlawful to retaliate against an 
individual for opposing employment practices 
that discriminate based on age or for filing an age 
discrimination charge, testifying, or participating in 
any way in an investigation, proceeding, or litigation 
under the ADEA.

The ADEA applies to employers with 20 or more 
employees, including state and local governments. 
It also applies to employment agencies and labor 
organizations, as well as to the federal government.

ADEA protections include:
• Apprenticeship Programs – It is generally 

unlawful for apprenticeship programs 
to discriminate on the basis of age. 

• Job Notices and Advertisements – It is unlawful 
to include age preferences, limitations, or 
specifications in job notices or advertisements, 
except in the rare circumstances where age 
is a “bona fide occupational qualification.” 

• Pre-employment Inquiries – Employers are 
not specifically prohibited from asking an 
applicant’s age. However, requests for age 
information will be closely scrutinized to ensure 
the inquiry was made for a lawful purpose. 

• Benefits – The Older Workers Benefit 
Protection Act of 1990 prohibits employers 
from denying benefits to older employees. 
In limited circumstances, employers may 
reduce benefits based on age, as long 
as the cost of providing the reduced 
benefits is the same as the cost of 
providing benefits to younger workers.
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 STAYING CURRENT   
With rapid increases in technology, today’s workplace requires workers who are willing to learn, adapt to change, 
and keep their skills current. To stay competitive, it is essential for older workers to update their skills.

Technology 
Technology is everywhere, and most 
jobs require some level of computer 
skills. You’ll need to know:
• Basic skills to operate a 

computer, such as handling 
a computer mouse, typing on 
a keyboard, and navigating 
file systems and menus. 

• Microsoft Office programs, 
with particular attention to 
Word, Excel and PowerPoint. 

• Essential internet skills, 
such as email, web 
browsing, and searching.

Where to Start
If you’re a just beginning to learn 
computer technology:
• Your local Job Service is a great 

place to start. They can assist 
you there, or help you find free 
or low-cost computer training.

• Check your local library for a 
free beginner’s computer class. 

• Senior centers, learning centers, 
adult or continuing education 
programs, community colleges 
and online tutorials can all 
help you upgrade your skills, 
often for free or at low cost.

• Find a reverse mentor—a 
tech-savvy person who can 
guide you in updating your 
skills. Your family or friends 
can be a great resource.

Evaluate your transferable skills
Over your life you’ve acquired many 
useful skills, whether it was in a 
previous career or through other life 
experiences. You’d be surprised to 
see how skills can transfer across 
occupations.

MCIS can help you identify your 
skills, and even match them 
to occupations. Just login to 
MCIS, go to the “Assessments” 
tab, and choose “SKILLS.”

Update your skills
If you know the basics but want to 
update your skill set, identify and 
learn the most current, in-demand 
skills for your occupation.
• Visit your local Job Service 

Montana office.  
They can help you identify 
the skills you’ll need for 
your new career.

• Take classes at the local 
community college. Students 
of all ages are continuing their 
education and upgrading their 
skills. Chances are you won’t 
be the only non-traditional 
student in the class.

• Find online tutorials. YouTube 
is a great free resource 
for instructional videos on 
just about any topic.  

• Enroll in online courses to get 
you up to speed quickly. Consider 
subscribing to an “all-you-
can-learn” service like Lynda.
com for in-depth tutorials.

Once you take training, 
be sure to practice. 
Like a muscle, skills you acquire will 
atrophy and deteriorate if they aren’t 
used. Create personal projects to 
practice and develop your new skills. 
Regular practice  will help build your 
confidence and help you create a 
body of work you can showcase to 
potential employers.

Tips for Seniors
For information on filing an age discrimination charge, contact:
Montana Human Rights Bureau
1625 11th Avenue
P.O. Box 1728
Helena, MT 59624-1728
Phone: 406-444-4356 or 1-800-542-0807
Website: erd.dli.mt.gov/human-rights

Or contact your local Job Service.

www.lynda.com
www.lynda.com
erd.dli.mt.gov/human-rights
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 RESUME TIPS   
You might be inclined to emphasize the wealth of experience you’ve worked a lifetime to acquire. You’re proud of 
it, and rightfully so. But a better strategy is to highlight your recent accomplishments to show you are a forward-
thinking individual, eager to embrace the latest innovations in your field. Here’s how:

• List only a few of your most current positions, or 
those most relevant to the job you’re applying 
for. Many of the skills you acquired in early jobs 
will be outdated. Experts recommend going back 
no further than 10 years in your work history.

• Use current industry terminology. It shows that 
you are keeping current and hiring managers will 
be drawn to resumes using familiar words.

• List professional development, trainings, workshops, 
and new certifications that demonstrate you have 
kept your skills and knowledge up-to-date.

• List technical and computer skills and make sure 
they are current. Don’t list software, systems, 
or computer language that is outdated.

• Keep an electronic resume that is not formatted (e.g. 
no bold, italics, centering, etc.) This ensures that 
resume-screening software can read it. This type of 
resume is usually sent in an email or cut and pasted 
online. (The Resume Creator feature in MCIS can 
save your resume in three different ways, including 
the unformatted .txt file type for posting online.)

• If you are submitting your resume online, use key 
words that are likely to be searched for by resume-
scanning software. You can find the key words in 
the job announcement. They are usually industry 
jargon or job requirements commonly associated 
with that occupation. (MCIS lists skills and abilities 
associated with specific occupations. These 
skills can be used as keywords in resumes.)

 THE JOB INTERVIEW   
The interview is your opportunity to dispel any stereotypes or concerns about hiring an older worker. You need to 
demonstrate that you are positive, energetic, dedicated, and can work well with colleagues of all ages. Here are 
some tips to help you ace the interview: 

• Emphasize the assets of an older worker, and 
your ability to learn. Use words like “adaptable,” 
“flexible,” and “dependable.” Focus on your 
experience, stability, frugality, and strong work ethic.

• Show that you are technically savvy by 
incorporating your computer skills into your 
answers and show that you are energetic by 
talking about physical activities you pursue.

• Talk about the new skills you have attained and how you stay current in your industry/job.

 THE JOB SEARCH   

Networking is your best bet.
Over the years, you’ve made dozens 
of professional and personal 
contacts. Use them. Contact 
everyone you know and ask if they 
know anyone who’s hiring. This 
advice is good for everyone, but 
can be especially effective for older 
workers who have a lifetime of 
human resources to draw on.

Online Networking
LinkedIn (www.linkedin.com) is the 
largest professional networking site 
on the web. By starting a profile, you 
are presenting your professional 
qualifications to a community of 
millions. Recruiters actively scour 
profiles for potential hires with 
the skills and experience they 
need. Even employers using more 

traditional recruitment methods 
look up applicants on LinkedIn. If 
they can’t find your profile, they may 
assume you’re behind the times.

Other Networking Opportunities
Professional associations, 
volunteering, and consulting are 
also excellent ways to network.

www.linkedin.com
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• Put together a portfolio of your best work 
and show it off. An impressive resume is well 
and good, but nothing conveys the quality of 
your work better than your work itself.

• There are a lot of older workers in the workforce 
now, so you are not alone. Be comfortable and 
confident in the interview. Look your best and 
dress in modern clothes with a modern haircut. 

• Address any time gaps in your resume. You 
might say that you tried retirement and it 
is not for you. You might say that you took 
some time to learn something new, make a 
change, or to take care of a family member.

• There is a good chance that the interviewers will 
be younger than you. Do not talk down to them 
or say you won’t need any training for the job. 
You have an opportunity to show that you can be 
respectful and work well with younger people, 
including a supervisor who is younger than you.

• There may be a concern that they can’t afford your 
salary. If they bring it up during the interview, say you 
expect to be paid the average wages for a similar 
worker in your area. Avoid giving an actual figure 
until they offer you the job or give you their figure.

• Ask for an opportunity to demonstrate your skills 
by helping out on a small project. Even if they 
turn down your offer, you’ve shown initiative.

  SENIOR COMMUNITY SERVICE EMPLOYMENT PROGRAM  
The Senior Community Service Employment Program 
(SCSEP) is a program of the U.S. Department of Labor 
that grants eligible older Americans the opportunity 
to provide community service while developing and 
enhancing job skills needed for the 21st-century 
workforce. 

Participants take part in on-the-job training or classroom 
instruction, learning valuable transferable skills needed 
to compete for and secure employment.

If you are aged 55 or older, unemployed, and your 
income is no more than 125% of the federal poverty 
rate, have poor employment prospects, and are legal to 
work in the United States, you are eligible to participate 
in this program.

While you are participating in this training, you are 
learning not only specific job skills, but you will be 
learning how to re-enter the job market, how to market 
yourself, and how to interview and land that job. The 
SCSEP program is time-limited, with the ultimate goal of 
placing you in an unsubsidized job.

You can find out what organization provides the SCSEP 
program in your area at goo.gl/r3nKP6.

 HOW WORK AFFECTS YOUR SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS  
You can get Social Security retirement or survivors 
benefits and work at the same time. But, if you’re 
younger than full retirement age, and earn more than 
certain amounts, your benefits will be reduced. The 

amount that your benefits are reduced, however, isn’t 
truly lost. Your benefit will be increased at your full 
retirement age to account for benefits withheld due to 
earlier earnings.

For detailed information, please visit: www.socialsecurity.gov.

 THE JOB INTERVIEW (CONTINUED)   

www.goo.gl/r3nKP6
www.socialsecurity.gov


MONTANA CAREER GUIDE 48

You’ve done your time and you’re ready to move on 
with your life. But the job search can be daunting with 
a record. While some employers are mandated to 
consider certain convictions in their hiring process, 
many employers are open to considering you for your 
experience and the work skills you have to offer.

Reentering the community can be difficult, but finding 
employment can aid the process and help you meet your 
goals. Whether your goals are to become a role model 
to your children, to keep commitments, to prove yourself 
to society, or to simply put food on the table, these 
goals can be supported and achieved when you have 
satisfying employment.

 HOW CAN YOU IMPROVE YOUR CHANCES   OF FINDING EMPLOYMENT? 
The world is more connected than ever and people have staggering amounts of information at their fingertips. 
Therefore, it is safe to assume that employers can and will find out about your conviction history. Be honest on all 
your application materials and during the interview. Employees who misrepresent themselves on applications or 
during interviews can legally be fired. It can be tough to convince an employer that you are trustworthy despite your 
record, but here are some strategies to make you more appealling to employers.

Write a Letter of Explanation
When the application asks about past convictions, you 
might be tempted to write, “Will discuss during the 
interview.” Avoid this answer. If you don’t provide the 
employer with an immediate explanation, chances are, 
you won’t be getting that interview. 

Instead, write “Please see attached letter of 
explanation,” and have one prepared.

Here’s how to write a letter of explanation:
• Acknowledge that as an employer he/she 

may have concerns relating to your past.
• Describe the offense, factually (using 

no street or legal lingo). Be brief.
• Demonstrate the positive changes, therapy or 

treatment you have gone through to address the 
behaviors that led to the offense and any work 
related skills you gained from this therapy.  

• Take responsibility for your actions.

• Include your relevant skills and 
focus on your strengths.

• Speak to your future, and why you would 
be a good fit for the company.

• Mention all of the efforts you are making to become 
a productive community member.  Explain how 
you are a different person, a better person. 

• Be proactive and mention you look forward 
to meeting the employer in person.

Ask for Letters of Recommendation
Find people in positions of authority who will attest to 
your skills and character, and ask them to write you a 
letter of recommendation. Their testimony goes a long 

Tips for Workers with Criminal Records

YOUR RECORD IS NOT A LIFE SENTENCE.

Remember the three R’s: 
Responsibility; Rehabilitation and Remorse
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way toward convincing an employer that you will be an 
honest and reliable employee.

Letters of recommendation can be from anyone who is 
familiar with your workplace behavior or your character. 
This could include: previous supervisors, former 
coworkers, your parole officer, or past customers.

If you can get one or more letters of recommendation, 
refer to them in your letter of explanation, and attach 
copies with your application materials.

Attitude is Everything
As you prepare your application materials, keep in mind 
that employers want workers with positive energy and 
attitudes. They want employees who bring enthusiasm 
and dedication to the job. So project a positive attitude. 
Even if you’re not feeling particularly positive, never let 
the employer see it.
• Stay positive. Your conviction is in the past; 

you are working toward your future.
• You applied for a job because you know 

you have the skills, talents, and abilities to 
perform the job that the employer needs.  
This makes you a valuable commodity.

• Stress the positive outcomes of your conviction. 
Highlight the education, training or treatment 
you have completed. You learned valuable  
skills through this treatment which will 
make you more appealing to employers.

Preparing for an Interview
The key to any job interview is anticipating likely 
questions, and knowing how you’ll answer them.

The Job Interview section of this guide (p. 34) covers 
likely questions and basic interviewing techniques, but 
you also need to prepare to answer questions about your 
conviction. Here are some tips:
• Acknowledge the employer’s concerns about 

hiring someone with a conviction history.
• Describe the offense factually.  

Take responsibility for your actions.
• Talk about the positive changes you have 

made since the offense and the lessons 
you learned from your mistakes. 

• Emphasize the hard skills and work history you have 
to offer as an employee. Speak to your future!

• Invite the employer to ask more questions about: 
1) Your conviction, 2) your rehabilitation, 3) the 
skills you have to offer, or 4) your work history.

Writing out your answers is a great way to articulate 
them clearly and to help commit them to memory. 
Compose a one-sentence statement for each of the five 
points listed above, and practice answering them aloud.

Emphasize both your qualifications and 
the financial incentives for hiring you.
During the interview, focus on your qualifications and the 
skills you will bring to the job. But you can also increase 
your appeal by mentioning the financial incentives 
available to those who hire returning citizens, such as 
the Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC).

Work Opportunity Tax Credit Program
The Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) program helps 
those facing barriers to employment by offering a tax 
credit that can save Montana employers up to $9,600 
per qualifying new hire. The credit is available during the 
qualifying worker’s first year of employment. The number 
of qualifying new hires is unlimited and is available to 
both for-profit and tax-exempt organizations.

Visit wsd.dli.mt.gov/employers/wotc for further details.

Federal Bonding Program
The Federal Bonding Program helps hard-to-place job 
seekers by issuing bonds that insure business owners 
against monetary and property losses due to employee 
dishonesty, eliminating the perceived “risk” of hiring 
workers with a conviction history.

Sponsored by the U.S. Department of Labor, these 
bonds are available at no cost to job applicants or 
employers.

Bonds cover the first six months of employment, with 
continued coverage available for purchase if the worker 
has exhibited job honesty under the program’s bond. 

The program covers the following groups:
• Job seekers with a record of arrest, conviction or 

imprisonment; and anyone who has ever been on 
parole or probation, or has any police record

• Ex-addicts who have completed treatment 
for alcohol or drug abuse

Tips for Workers with Criminal Records

wsd.dli.mt.gov/employers/wotc
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• Job seekers with a poor credit record 

or have declared bankruptcy
• Applicants without a work history who 

also have families with low income
• Those dishonorably discharged from the military

For more information, visit bonds4jobs.com. 
To find out how to apply for a bond,  
please contact your local Job Service.

Montana Reentry Resources
The Montana Department of Corrections’ Reentry 
Initiative is a multi-agency effort to help ex-offenders 
reenter the workforce successfully.

A list of Reentry Resources is available at:  
cor.mt.gov/Reentry/ReentryResources

 JOB SEEKERS…KNOW YOUR LEGAL RIGHTS.   

Can employers consider an applicant’s convictions?
In some cases. Federal statutes may prohibit people 
with certain felony convictions from employment in 
certain jobs. In these cases, employers are required to 
run background checks due to the nature of the work.

However, returning citizens have the right to be 
employed in spite of their records. Several states have 
laws that limit how and under what circumstances 
an employer may consider an applicant’s criminal 
record. These laws make it illegal for an employer to 
discriminate against an ex-offender unless his or her 
conviction record is related to the duties of the job. 
Factors considered include the seriousness of the 
offense, how long ago it happened, the offender’s age at 
the time of the crime, efforts toward rehabilitation, and 
the conditions and demands of the workplace.

To find out if there are legal restrictions on an 
occupation you are interested in pursuing, visit 
abacollateralconsequences.org, or ask a Workforce 
Consultant at your local Job Service to help you find the 
answers.

What do I need to know about background checks?
While some employers run background checks, it is 
more common to do an informal search on Google or 
conweb (app.mt.gov/conweb).

Employers must get your written permission before 
getting a formal credit report or criminal background 
report. If an employer runs a background check without 
your permission, contact the Federal Trade Commission 
at www.ftc.gov, or by calling 877-FTC-HELP. 

If an employer uses something in the report to disqualify 
you for a position, the employer must give you a copy of 

the report and a “notice of rights” that includes contact 
information for the reporting company. If the report 
contains inaccuracies or misinformation, contact the 
reporting company requesting a correction. Also make 
sure to inform the employer about the mistake.

Using criminal background checks to exclude individuals 
with criminal backgrounds could be in violation of the 
Equal Employment Act. If you feel that this has occurred 
please contact your local Job Service Center.

Will my record prevent me from getting  licensed?
Section 37-1-203 of the Montana Code Annotated 
prohibits professional and occupational licensing boards 
from using criminal convictions as the sole basis for 
denial of professional or occupational licensure.

Each application is considered on a case-by-case basis, 
so there are no absolute rules dictating which types of 
convictions bar licensure in certain occupations. As you 
select a career to pursue, it is essential to research and 
contact the specific state licensing boards. However, 
don’t assume you cannot enter a particular career 
because of a conviction.

For more information on occupational licensing:
Business Standards Division
301 South Park - P.O. Box 200513
Helena, MT 59620-0513
(406) 841-2300 - bsd.dli.mt.gov

Business and Occupational Licensing Bureau
bsd.dli.mt.gov/license/bus_index.asp

Healthcare Licensing Bureau
bsd.dli.mt.gov/license/hc_index.asp

www.bonds4jobs.com
cor.mt.gov/Reentry/ReentryResources
www.abacollateralconsequences.org
www.app.mt.gov/conweb
www.ftc.gov
bsd.dli.mt.gov
bsd.dli.mt.gov/license/bus_index.asp
bsd.dli.mt.gov/license/hc_index.asp
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