Your First Job: A Student's Guide to Getting Hired
Retail & Fast-Food Jobs | New York City High School Students
Many restaurants and retail stores now use online applications, automated chat assistants, and digital interview scheduling.
Students can often complete the entire initial application on their phones without visiting a store or uploading a résumé.
This guide explains how to find a job, complete an online application, answer questions from a hiring chatbot, prepare for an interview, and follow up with an employer.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
First, let's answer three important questions
1. Do I have to apply online?
Usually, for large chains
Many major employers use online applications. For example, McDonald's uses a virtual recruiting assistant, while Target requires applicants to submit applications through its online hiring system. 
2. Do I need a résumé?
Not always
Many entry-level jobs do not require a résumé. Target, for example, allows applicants to enter their skills and work history manually instead of uploading one. 
However, having a simple one-page résumé can help students organize their information and prepare for interviews.

3. Should I still visit the store?
Sometimes, but apply online first
Students do not generally need to visit a large chain just to apply. An in-person visit may still be useful for asking about openings, following up, or attending an interview.
Smaller independently owned businesses may accept applications or résumés directly.
Step 1: Get ready before applying
Before students start filling out applications, they should have the following information ready.
Student application checklist
1. A professional email address that I check regularly
2. A working phone number and voicemail
3. My school name and expected graduation year
4. My weekly availability, including weekends
5. A list of volunteer work, school activities, or previous experience
6. My working papers, if I am under 18
7. A parent, guardian, or trusted adult who can help if needed
Important for NYC students: Most students ages 14–17 need New York State working papers before beginning employment. Students can obtain them through their school.

Step 2: Find a job and apply online
Students should start by visiting the employer's official careers website rather than relying exclusively on third-party job boards.


Step 3: How to complete an application using a chatbot
A hiring chatbot is an automated assistant that guides applicants through the hiring process by asking questions in a conversation format.
It may feel like texting someone, but students should treat it as a formal job application.
Practice: Chatbot application
Example conversation — Practice
Hello! I'm your virtual hiring assistant. Let's practice your first job application.
Hi! What position are you interested in?
Crew MemberCashierRetail Associate
Common chatbot questions and how to answer them
	Question
	What students should know

	Are you legally authorized to work in the United States?
	Answer truthfully based on your work authorization.

	Do you have previous work experience?
	If this is your first job, select No. You can still mention school activities or volunteering when asked.

	What days are you available?
	Enter the days and times you can actually work without interfering with school.

	Can you work weekends?
	Answer honestly. Weekend availability may be helpful for restaurant and retail positions.

	When can you start?
	Provide a realistic date and allow time to obtain working papers if needed.

	Are you willing to complete an interview?
	Select an available interview time that you can attend.


Online application safety
**Students should only enter sensitive personal information through a verified employer's official hiring system. Be cautious of unexpected messages requesting Social Security numbers, banking details, payments, or identity documents.
New York State advises job seekers to verify opportunities through employers' official websites and avoid paying fees to obtain employment. 
Step 4: How to answer questions when you have no experience
You should not feel that they need to invent work experience to complete an application.
School activities, volunteering, helping with events, sports, and group projects can demonstrate skills relevant to a first job.
Example: Why do you want to work here?
"I'm interested in this position because I want to gain work experience, develop my customer service skills, and learn how to work in a professional environment. I'm responsible, willing to learn, and enjoy working with others."
Example: Tell me about yourself.
"I'm currently a high school student looking for my first part-time job. I'm dependable, organized, and eager to learn. I enjoy working with people and would love the opportunity to gain experience as part of your team."
Example: Do you have any work experience?
"I haven't had a formal job yet, but I've developed teamwork and communication skills through school projects and activities. I'm excited to apply those skills in my first job."
You should personalize these examples to reflect their actual experience.
Step 5: Should students create a résumé?
Even when a company doesn't require a résumé, I would encourage students to create a simple one-page version.
It can help them keep their information organized, apply to smaller businesses, and prepare for interviews.
Build your first résumé
Fill in your information to generate a simple résumé that you can copy and edit.
Full name
Email address
Phone number
High school
Expected graduation year
Skills
School activities or volunteer experience
Preview my résumé
Your information stays in this form unless you choose to copy it or share it elsewhere. Do not include your Social Security number, date of birth, or home address on your résumé.
Step 6: Prepare for the interview
After applying, students may receive an email or text inviting them to schedule an interview. Depending on the employer, the interview may be in person, by phone, or virtual. 
Interview preparation checklist
Confirm the date, time, and location
Research the company and the position
Practice answering common interview questions
Choose clean, appropriate clothing
Plan transportation and arrive 5–10 minutes early
Prepare questions to ask the interviewer
Bring a résumé and working papers if requested
You should practice answering questions such as "Why do you want to work here?", "How would you handle an upset customer?", and "What would you do if you were running late?"
Provide examples from school, extracurricular activities, and their everyday responsibilities.
Step 7: Should you visit the store after applying?
My suggested approach for students is to apply online first, wait approximately five to seven business days, and then consider following up if they have not received a response.
This is a practical guideline, not a universal employer requirement. Students should follow any specific instructions provided in their application.
For an in-person follow-up, students can visit during a quieter period and politely ask whether a manager is available.
What to say when visiting a store
"Hi, my name is [Name]. I recently submitted an online application for a crew member position, and I wanted to follow up to see if you're currently hiring. Is there a manager I could speak with about my application?"
If a manager is unavailable, students can politely ask when would be a convenient time to follow up.
Students should avoid visiting during busy lunch and dinner rushes, especially at fast-food restaurants.
Step 8: Keep track of your applications
Students should apply to several suitable positions rather than waiting for a response from one employer before applying elsewhere.
They should also keep track of where they applied and regularly check their email, voicemail, and application portals.



A note for students applying to their first job
You do not need to have everything figured out before applying for your first job. Employers understand that many high school students are looking for their first opportunity.
Focus on being reliable, communicating professionally, answering questions truthfully, and showing that you are willing to learn.
Remember: Applying online gets your application into the hiring system. Preparing for the interview and following up appropriately can help you navigate the next steps.

