Employee Smarts

“What You Want in a Job and
How You Get Paid”
Life Smart Activities:
1. Complete a Job Application.
2. Write a Letter of Application.
3. Produce a Résumé.
4. Fill out a W-4.
5. Fill out an I-9.
6. Make payroll computations.

What do you want in a job?
Work schedules (the days and hours you work) vary greatly. Days? Nights? Weekends? When you
consider any employment opportunity, it is necessary to coordinate school and/or family obligations
with your work schedule. Rate of pay (how much money you make; otherwise known as income or
compensation) is another factor to consider. Retirement benefits are also important, but be aware
that many employers are cutting or eliminating these benefits. More often now, employees are
responsible for handling their own retirement plans through company-sponsored 401(k) plans and/or
IRA programs.
Proximity to school and home should also be considered, as this will be a daily transportation
concern. Advancement (promotions, additional training, more responsibility, etc.) is another
important issue. As you grow professionally over time, you will want to make sure that you are offered
opportunities for additional responsibilities and compensation. Finally, if you spend eight hours (or
more) a day at work, you want to find a job that is not only fun but challenging.
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Did you know?
If it takes 30 minutes to drive to work, you will spend approximately five
hours per week in your car. That adds up to approximately 260 hours (10+
days) per year!

Job vs. career
Although the word job is used loosely to describe a place of work, in reality, a job is usually a shortterm means to an end. Jobs provide income to pay bills and provide support for you and your family
in the “here and now.” Whether you like your job or not; most people consider it essential to survive.
In contrast, a career is a stable, long-term pursuit that provides all of the benefits of a job. In addition,
it offers the opportunity to develop personally by learning additional skills and knowledge that make
you more valuable (worth more) in the workplace. A career also offers advancement possibilities
within the company to positions of higher responsibility and higher pay.
A job is usually where you have to be to make money to pay bills. Careers tend to be “passions,” or
what you want to be doing because you enjoy the work and are paid for doing something you love.

Compensation
Compensation is a term that refers to the total value of a position. The rate of pay is only one of
many elements that make up compensation. Hourly employees are paid a set amount for every hour
they work, up to 40 hours. If they work additional hours, this is considered overtime, and they are
paid 1.5 times that amount. Salaried employees are paid a pre-determined amount for every pay
period, no matter how many hours they work. Commission, or bonus, refers to additional money
paid to an employee based on performance.
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Employers may or may not provide employees with insurance benefits, like, medical, dental, and life
insurance benefits. The amount an employer contributes toward the cost of insurance is known as its
premium and counts as compensation.
Paid time off may include vacation time, sick leave, and/or holiday pay. Each day of paid time off is a
form of compensation. Retirement Savings include 401(k) and 403(b) plans, pensions, and
Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs), among others. These plans allow a company to offer a
match or a certain percentage to be added to an employee’s retirement savings account. This could
be considered “free” money, which is also counted as part of your total compensation.
Determine which employee has the “best” benefits, below.

-

Each day of Paid Time Off (PTO) has a value of .4% of the rate of pay.

-

The weekly premium for insurance (life, health, dental, and vision) is
$145.

-

The retirement plan has identical value for both employees in this exercise.

Employee A is paid an hourly rate of $30. He is paid for 6 holidays, 5
vacation days, and 3 days’ sick leave. His employer contributes 50%
toward the cost of his insurance.
Employee B is paid an hourly rate of $28.50. She is paid for 10 holidays,
10 vacation days, and no sick leave. Her employer contributes 80%
toward the cost of her insurance.

Applying for a job (pre-hire)
Several documents are required from a prospective employee prior to being hired by a company.
These include: a job application, a résumé, a cover letter, a references page, and a letter of
recommendation. A job application is a form that you fill in with your name, contact information,
education, and work history for employers. A paper application or completion of an online application
will be specified in the job advertisement.
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Today, most employers require a résumé, which is a detailed document that includes the same
information as an application (but in paragraph form) with more detail.
A cover letter/letter of application should be included with your résumé specifically mentioning the
position you are applying for, how you found out about the job, and how your unique education,
experience, and related skills will benefit the company. Address the cover letter to the company and
to the appropriate department manager. (Call the company’s Human Resources Department if you
are unsure where to send the résumé.) It’s imperative to include your telephone number, so you may
be reached for further information or to schedule an interview.
A references page is a separate sheet listing 3-5 professional references. A professional reference is
an individual (not a family member) who can answer questions about your previous work history. If
you have never been employed, include a teacher, a counselor, a club sponsor, and any other adult
who can vouch for your character and positive traits. Be sure to include complete and accurate
contact information (including full name, address, phone number, and email address) for each
reference. Your references might be asked about your attendance habits, the amount and quality of
work you’ve produced, and your work ethic. NEVER list someone as a reference without asking their
permission.
Letters of recommendation are written references that provide information about your work qualities
and performance from the eyes of a previous employer. Hiring managers appreciate the honesty of
an effective letter of recommendation, as past performance may be a strong indicator of future
performance at their company. When leaving a company, always ask your supervisor to provide you
with a letter of recommendation.

Frequency of pay
How often a company pays its employees varies widely ranging from once a week, to bi-weekly
(every two weeks), to semi-monthly (twice a month), or to monthly (once per month). An employee
working 40 hours per week is usually considered a full-time employee. On an annual (yearly) basis,
the amount of pay is not affected by the frequency of pay. The most important factor to consider with
respect to frequency of pay is your ability to budget. You must create a budget that matches the pay
cycle. You must also stick to your budget and pay your bills on time to prevent late fees and
penalties.
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Life Smarts:
1. Complete an employment application
APPLICANT INFORMATION
Last Name

First

M.I.

Street Address

Date

Apartment/Unit #

City

State

Phone

Email Address

Date Available

ZIP

Social Security No.

Desired Salary

Position Applied for
Are you a citizen of the United States?

YES

If no, are you authorized to work in the U.S?

NO

YES
Have you ever worked for this company?
If so, when?

YES

NO

Have you ever been convicted of a felony? YES
If yes, explain?

NO

NO

EDUCATION
High School
From

Address
To

Did you graduate?

College
From

NO

Degree

YES

NO

Degree

YES

NO

Degree

Address
To

Did you graduate?

Other
From

YES

Address
To

Did you graduate?

REFERENCES
Please list three professional references.
Full Name

Relationship

Company

Phone (

)

Address
Full Name

Relationship

Company

Phone (

)

Address
Full Name

Relationship

Company

Phone (

)

Address
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PREVIOUS EMPLOYMENT
Company

Phone (

Address

Supervisor

Job Title

Starting Salary

)

$

Ending Salary

$

Ending Salary

$

Ending Salary

$

Responsibilities
From

To

Reason for Leaving

May we contact your previous supervisor for a reference?

YES

NO

Company

Phone (

Address

Supervisor

Job Title

Starting Salary

)

$

Responsibilities
From

To

Reason for Leaving

May we contact your previous supervisor for a reference?

YES

NO

Company

Phone (

Address

Supervisor

Job Title

Starting Salary

)

$

Responsibilities
From

To

Reason for Leaving

May we contact your previous supervisor for a reference?

YES

NO

MILITARY SERVICE
Branch

From

To

Rank at Discharge

Type of Discharge

If other than honorable, explain:
DISCLAIMER AND SIGNATURE
I certify that my answers are true and complete to the best of my knowledge.
If this application leads to employment, I understand that false or misleading information
in my application or interview may result in my release.
Signature

Date
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Life Smarts:
2. Write a cover letter/letter of application.
Right and Left – 1”

Sample Cover Letter/Letter of Application

12-pt. Bold
Font

Name
Home Address City,
State Zip Code
Contact Phone Number
Email Address

Put as a header.

Date
4 Spaces
Name of Contact
Title of Contact
Name of Business
Address
City, State Zip Code
Dear (Name of Contact):
First paragraph:
What is your name?
What is your grade level and when will you graduate? What is the job you are applying for?
How did you learn about the job opening?
Second paragraph:
What work experience do you have?
What are some of the classes you are taking? What activities/clubs are you involved in?
How will the activities described above help you in the job you are applying for?

12-pt.
Font
Times
New
Roman

Third paragraph:
Why would you make a good employee for this company?
Indicate that you have enclosed your resume for their review.
Ask the business to consider you for this job.
Indicate you are looking forward to hearing from them and include how to contact you.
Thank them for their time and consideration.
Sincerely,

First and Last Name

Enclosure
7

Employee Smarts

Life Smarts:
3. Write a résumé

Sample Résumé
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Employment paperwork (post-hire)
After you have accepted a job position, you will be asked to fill out standard forms required by all U.S.
employers (in addition to specific company paperwork). The most common forms required are:



W-4 – This is a federal tax form that calculates how much tax should be withheld from a
paycheck. The amount depends on the number of people in the household and the
employee’s expected filing status for the year.

Life Smarts:
4. Fill out a W-4 form
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I-9 (The Employment Eligibility Verification Form) – This is a federal form required by the
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. This form is used by an employer to verify an
employee's identity and to establish that a worker is eligible to accept employment in the
United States. Specific and sometimes multiple forms of identification may be required (see
page 2 of the sample I-9 form below).

Life Smarts:
5. Fill out an I-9 Form

10

Employee Smarts

11

Employee Smarts



Timecards – Hourly employees are required to complete a timecard for each pay period.
Timecards are submitted manually or electronically to a supervisor for review and approval.



W-2 – A federal tax form issued by employers stating how much an employee was paid
and specific deductions for the year. Employers mail this to employees in January.
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Understanding your paycheck
The graphic below represents a typical paycheck. There are several computations to be made
by an employer to determine take-home pay. Most companies use software that makes the
computations for them. A few of the typical paycheck deductions are shown below:

Current Pay = Rate x Hours
$1,020.00 = $25.50 x 40 hours

Period
Begin
02/18/2013

Period
End
02/24/2013

Overtime Pay = (Rate x 1.5) x
Hours
$248.63 = (25.50 x 1.5) x 6.5
Hours

Check
Date
Check #
03/01/2013 99994975

Regular
Overtime
Holiday

Deductions
Location/Job

Rate

Hours

Current

25.50
38.25

40.00
6.5

1,020.00
248.63

Total Earnings
NET PAY

ABC Company
1234 Main Street
Anywhere, USA

John Doe
Employee #1234

Earnings
Description

OASDI is Social Security
Employees pay 6.2% of their
pay into Social Security
OASDI = Total Earnings x 6.2%
$78.66 = $1,268.63 x 6.2%

1,050.51

Net Pay = Total Earnings –
Current Deductions
$1,050.51 = $1,268.63 $218.12

46.50 1,268.63
1,968.17
Total Direct Deposits

Year to Date

8,772.00
2,237.67
408.00

Description

Federal
OASDI
Medicare
NM

Current

92.94
78.66
18.40
28.12

Year to Date

838.91
707.94
165.6
255.72

11,417.67 Total Deductions 218.12
1050.51

Employees are required to
pay federal and state taxes
each pay period. These
amounts are based on the W4 that you filled out when
you were hired.

Employees pay 1.45% of their
total pay into Medicare
Medicare = Total Earnings x
1.45%
$18.40 = $1,268.63 x 1.45%
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Life Smarts
6. Paycheck Computations

Verify that your paycheck is correct.
You make $11.50 per hour. You worked 40 hours. Your Federal Withholding is $46, and the State
Withholding is $8.50.

Compute Total Earnings = 460.00 (11.50 x 40)
Compute OASDI (Social Security) = 28.52 (.062 x 460.00)
Compute Medicare = 6.67 (.0145 x 460.00)
Compute Net Pay = 370.31 (460.00 - 46.00 - 8.50 - 28.52 - 6.67)

Answer the following questions:
1. Brainstorm about financial planning. What is it and why is it important? After
thinking about it, write out short- and long-term goals to achieve your dream career.

2. List a minimum of five strengths and five weaknesses about yourself. Get an
opinion on them from someone who knows you well.
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3. Write a five-sentence paragraph explaining why you would make a good
employee.

4. Go to http://www.bls.gov/ooh/ to research three careers and gather the following
information about each. Evaluate this information pertaining to your future goals.
Career:
Median Pay:
Entry-level Education:
Work Experience in a Related Occupation:
On-the-job Training:
Number of Jobs
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