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Chapter	  Ten	  
The	  Final	  Hurdle	  	  	  

 
 

  
Responding to Questions 

he answers you provide to the hearing panel’s queries affect your credibility for suitability.  The last 
thing the panel wants to hear is you are at a loss for words to explain yourself.  Also, the panel does 
not want to hear you boasting or sounding self-centered.  When the parole candidate is asked about a 
115 rules violation he/she has received, you should look at this as an opportunity to describe how 

you learned from the experience and then chose to apply that lesson to other areas of your life, such as 
trying to understand situations from the perspective of others who were involved.  Also, another strategy is 
to show how you explored the situation leading up to the rules violation and explain how you later analyzed 
the reckless behavior and how you have recognized the defect and the correct way to avoid further issues.  
Every question from the panel should be viewed as an opportunity to show what you have learned and who 
you are now.  The question you have to ask yourself is, “Who are you now?” 
 
 When responding to questions, the parole candidate should anticipate answering questions as 
simple as, “Did you commit this crime?”  The best answer is a simple yes or no.  There will be ample 
opportunity to explain the extent of your involvement during the hearing.  The next question you should 
anticipate is, “Why did you commit this crime?”  Many parole candidates struggle with this question.  So 
what do you say?  Always remember there is NO justification you can provide a hearing panel that will 
excuse you from breaking the law.  The fact is, a crime is either mitigating or aggravating – there can be no 
excuse because if you violated the law, then you were wrong in the first place.  The best response, without 
justifying your actions, is to discuss with honesty and directness the circumstances that led up to point 
where you chose to break the law.  That’s the best way to address the “rabbit trap” question of “Why did 
you commit this crime?”  But, aside from your responses, if the parole candidate has been unable to answer 
such a hearing panel question, then the best course of action is to simply say so, but this non-response can 
be costly.  Many reasons can come into play for not being able to answer such a question – feeling 
intimidated by the hearing panel, being nervous of the hearing process, being concerned you will answer 
incorrectly, etc.    
 
 When faced with such a situation during the hearing, a strategy is to make an effort beforehand, 
and examine his/her life before the crime and look for contributing causes such as drugs and alcohol, 
mental/emotional abuse, prolonged stress, and any other underlying problem that might have been present 
at the time of the life crime.  Be careful not to blame the crime on any of these factors – the hearing panels 
are trained to recognize any opportunity to find when a parole candidate is not accepting responsibility.  
Blaming the crime on the fact you were high or drunk, does nothing but support the hearing panel’s 
decision to find the parole candidate unsuitable for parole.  Whether you believer that being high was the 
reason “WHY” you committed the life crime, another approach would be to look to the underlying defects 
of character that might be characterized by being insecure, angry, or having trouble with dealing with 
problems in your life.  Overall, it was the lack of insight that motivated you into your escape in getting high 
that led to your poor decision-making behavior.  Maybe you felt the need to self-medicate to deal with the 
individual stressors of your life? Whatever your reason, make sure you are able to identify the specific 
problems and course of action you followed when high.  Telling the truth is always the best course to 
follow.  You cannot blame the crime on substance abuse, but you can use this insight and expand your 
explanations to the hearing panel as to how you applied your acknowledgment of your failings. 

T 
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 Your epiphany  or sudden awareness of why you reacted in a certain way, shows the hearing panel 
you recognize you did wrong, stopped, and considered what you did, and came to the conclusion you made 
a bad decision.  After your life crime, did you turn yourself in?  This is always a good sign you realize you 
made a poor choice – not a mistake.  The reason why you can’t say you made a “mistake,” is because when 
we make mistakes we do so without conscious thought.  In contrast, when committing a crime we know is 
wrong, we act with a conscious thought.  So be careful when exercising distinctions in your answers.  Did 
you confess to the police without delay? This shows immediate remorse, and that you had an overwhelming 
sense of grief and regret for your actions.  These actions, even when you plead guilty to a rules violation, 
indicate you have remorse, or at least, some regret. 
 
 The hearing panel will also welcome hearing about how stress and/or substance abuse affected 
your work performance, judgment, social relations, hobbies, time with your children and other personal 
pursuits.  It is a good strategy to discuss these sincere observations with your attorney, to let him/her know 
of your experiences and how you recognize the need for showing remorse; especially with your State-
appointed attorney, whom you want to win over to your side in your early short-term relationship.  The 
lawyer you retained probably loves you already.  Generally, the most effective way to answer the hearing 
panel’s questions about the crime, prior history, or gang involvement, is to answer directly, volunteering 
only relevant information.  If you were a noted gang member or an associate (whether validated or not), 
then you must accept this informational if this is stated in your C-File.  It is difficult to justify a reason to be 
come involved in a gang style mentality; but, if this applies to the specific parole candidate then he/or she 
needs to own up to their reasons for the participation in this type of behavior. You cannot blame the 
affiliation, or that the gang “led you into a life of crime.”  Speaking from my own past experiences, the 
only honest reason for being involved in gang style behavior is to gain favor by causing others to 
experience fear.  The hearing panels are trained to ask questions that let the parole candidate hang 
themselves when discussing his/her involvement in gangs.  When answering such questions, simply tell the 
truth.  The truth, no mater how painful or ridiculous, is the only response to provide. 
  

Note: Another point to keep in mind is that the hearing panel will have 
records/files/documents/e-files (computer access), related to you and your 
criminal past in front of them, and draw their questions from these materials.  
Indeed, they have already carefully read these accounts and have prepared 
land-mine questions for you to step on.  Whatever you do, when responding to 
questions always maintain a positive demeanor.  Do not feel rushed to respond 
too quickly.  Take a moment to really listen to each question and analyze your 
response, but do not take so much time the panel gets the impression you are 
creatively formulating a safer answer.  When you are ready to respond, do so in 
a non-aggressive manner and always frame your responses in a passive voice – 
unless you are feeling particularly emotional about one of your answers. 
 

Emotion might even bring about tears – this is not a bad thing, but do not ever give the impression 
you are forcing yourself to cry.  There is nothing worse than wiping the tears away from your eyes and the 
hearing panel sees only a parole candidate’s dry eyes.  Showing emotion or passion must be genuine.  At all 
cost, try to avoid one word answers such as “Yes” or “No.”  While this may seem appropriate, answering 
questions in the singular context limits the hearing panel’s opportunity to consider the compassion you 
might exhibit when responding with a more passive response: “Yes, and that’s when I know I should have 
stopped.  I did not do that then, but I have the control to do that now.”  The parole candidate should view 
every question as an opportunity to make an expanded point – but make the point relevant. A practice/mock 
suitability hearing that provides hearing questioning exercises will help greatly; if possible, find a few 
friends, talk with your loved ones, or discuss potential questions with mentors or spiritual advisors, etc., by 
putting yourself in the shoes of the commissioner(s), ADA, and VNOK. You may be surprised at how much 
you may learn simply from listening to the critique of others.  Using your own life crime documents can 
provide you with potential questions the hearing panel may draw their questions from.  Always anticipate 
that the hearing panel will pick out situations unrelated to your life crime (like uncharged acts evidence – 
cases/situations where you were not arrested/charged, but still named as a suspect).  Additionally, review all  
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your documents that asked you questions when you first entered prison.  You can expect that the hearing 
panel may ask questions related to the biographical data you provided at your initial intake into the CDCR.  
Be careful of ambush questions – these are the potential questions that might be asked by a hearing panel 
knowing that any response you provide – should reflect a sense of shame, guilt, humility, remorse, etc. Such 
questions might be pulled from the same information you try to avoid and leaves you flinching to the core 
of your being merely reading the information recorded about you and/or the life crime.     

 
Key Point to Consider:  When asked a question by anyone present 
during the suitability hearing, answering with “I don’t know why…” 
or “I can’t answer that…” demonstrates a lack of insight.  For all 
intent purposes a lack of insight = a finding of unsuitability for parole.  
Practice your oral responses.  Whether you stand up, look in the wall 
mirror or sit down and look in a pocket mirror, a good strategy is to 
find a comfort level and practice talking to yourself and respond to 
questions you may encounter before the hearing panel. More 
important, if you find yourself in a situation that has left you in a 
position to clean-up any past credibility issues, use this practice time 
wisely to search within yourself the best course of action to take in 
response to answering questions related to your past credibility.   

  
Painting the Picture 
 Writing your PRO-Plan résumé and your statement of remorse, category-by-category, will be 
difficult for most of us; the effort like writing a book report or fictional story assignment in middle school. 
This is actually your autobiography and you want to make the story descriptive – you want those in 
attendance at the suitability hearing to live your life when you describe it.  The résumé is provided in 
writing, of course, but the closing is done orally, again, like the dreaded book report presentation in school.  
Of course, most of us never actually read the book, other than skimming the first few and last pages of each 
chapter.  No wonder standing in front of the class made us so apprehensive.  However, telling the account 
of your life should come easily since you are familiar with the tale and you actually lived it – the good and 
bad.  Just tell the story.  How do you do that? 
 

1. Take the following description, taken from actual suitability hearing parole plan: 
“My childhood was bad.  So were my years as a teenager…” 
 

The above statement TELLS the commissioners something, but does not SHOW anything.  Can 
you picture how a childhood was “bad?”  You stop and can only imagine what was “bad.”  Instead, 
PAINT the story, as in the sample below: 
 
 

“…When I was alone, I cried, but told no one for fear I would be removed once 
again from a family. The death of my brother hit me hard, and confirmed I was being 
punished for living – when I should have died at birth.  I accepted that my existence 
was nothing more than a shallow portrait of living a life for the pleasure of others.  I 
neither loved nor felt love for anyone, accept my brother.  And even then, I was mad 
at my brother, because I was powerless to keep him from being taken from me.  I no 
longer tried to be good.  At my brother’s funeral, I was unable to form any tears.  My 
Smith family father told me “it made me weak if I cried;” so, I did not cry.  But, not 
because I thought it would make me weak, I couldn’t cry because I was already 
immune to loss and pain…”   
 
  

This tale makes an impact on the readers of your PRO-Plan résumé or listeners of your statement of 
remorse or closing impact statement (commissioners, ADA representative, VNOK, your own  
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attorney). You have PAINTED the picture by SHOWING the audience; you did not simply tell 
them that “I had a bad childhood…” Use this technique when you describe your influences of 
childhood, summary of life crime, childhood development, and all other categories in your PRO-
Plan résumé.  SHOW the details by explaining the bad influences. You are not blaming your 
ultimate life crime on these early childhood experiences, you are simply presenting facts probably 
already documented in your juvenile criminal record, adoption records (if available), and all 
subsequent POR’S. It may be helpful to obtain such reports to help you write your PRO-Plan. 
 

2. Do not forget to add the positive incidents that SHOW you also had normal, positive reinforcing 
aspects to your childhood.  See the below suggestion: 
 

“Even when mom had alcohol on her breath, I do not recall many times when she 
was actually drunk.  She always seemed capable of taking care of us and genuinely 
loved us, hugging us all the time.  This probably happened because she felt guilty; I 
later realized I did the same thing after I hit my girlfriends.  I did feel badly, like my 
mom did, and wanted to make them feel better and I did the same thing my mother 
did.  I also later realized these were the best times of my childhood, when close to 
Mom, and after I apologized to my girlfriends – everybody felt well again.  It just 
took getting into a 12-Step program to comprehend that alcoholism is not “normal,” 
nor were my mom’s actions of leaving me alone…” 

 
Note: These examples are not to be copied and used as your own. It is 
important to tell your OWN story and paint the picture of your life as you know 
it. Using the accounts of someone else’s life story may come across to the 
hearing panel as being phony. Remember, the hearing panel will be looking for 
any expressions of deception on your part.  The story you paint for the hearing 
panel needs to be your own – would you want to be denied suitability for parole 
because the story you paint is not your own and does not appear to be genuine? 
Best advice:  Be smart. 

 
3. Read your POR’S (even old newspaper clippings printed after your arrest will carry biographical 

accounts of your childhood, extracted from former neighbors, and even family members) and dig 
out what has already been presented, and add your memories – GOOD and BAD, to create a 
résumé that shows authenticity.  Include your insights, as demonstrated above when the candidate 
relates he did not recognize that his mom’s and his own actions were not “normal,” realizing this 
only after participating in a self-help program.  This statement is big plus for you.  Remember, 
TELL doesn’t SHOW:  Every time you use the TELLING words of “was,” (My childhood was 
bad…) or “were” (My teenaged years were the worst part of my life…”), you need to elaborate on 
your descriptions to SHOW your readers/listeners. 

 
4. CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT:  Character development is the act/actions of a person that tends 

to SHOW what type of person he/she is.  The old adage “You can’t judge a book by its cover” 
applies to many aspects of life; the proverb is true.  For example: If you are heavily tattooed and 
walk into the hearing room, all those in attendance are already forming an opinion of you 
(development of character) simply by your appearance. This is a basic fact of life. The “average” 
citizen views body art as indicating insecure people who need to act out to feel better about the 
“self,” or to “belong” to a group with similar tastes.  You cannot hide your tattoos from the 
victim’s family or the ADA, but you can lessen their impact because the hearing panel already have 
your well-prepared PRO-Plan.  Further, the initial perception (opinion) of you by the others will 
also be converted if you have a good oral presentation.  Countering the initial negative perceptions 
caused by tattoos is best done by hearing you speak well about the progress and what type of 
person you are now.  Remember, when I suggested you offer an updated copy of something early 
in the hearing appearance?  Maybe right at the moment you are introduced, you say, 
“…Commissioner, I have an updated document, may I provide copies to all of you now… ”, and 
make eye contact with the panel and ADA.  This gives you an opportunity to be heard, and also  
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enhances character development of you by showing your organization skills immediately, thus, 
starting to counter those “…judging the book by its cover…” perceptions.  Good luck! 

 
Note: REMINDER – When submitting updated documents, be mindful that the 
Board has set new conditions limiting the number of pages that can be 
submitted by the parole candidate ON THE DAY OF THE HEARING.  So, if 
you have 20 pages (that’s 20 single sided or 10 double sided pages) of new 
items that you would like to offer to the hearing panel, you can submit them 
all.  If you have 23 pages, bring them anyway, as the 20 page rule is 
discretionary, meaning the commissioners can accept more if they find good 
cause/reason to do so.  (Source: Life Support Alliance) 

 
Completing the Circle – The Support Letter 
 In preparing for the suitability hearing, one of the most important aspects to the parole candidate is 
being able to demonstrate that he/she has support once paroled. This requires the parole candidate to 
present valid written letters from others for the purpose of establishing proof that a viable link to the 
community is a reality.  Each letter from a supporter is a record that shows the hearing panel that there are 
people willing to support the parole candidate and assist him/her on the outside, should he/she be found 
suitable for parole.   The nature of the support letter takes on the role of providing the hearing panel with a 
descriptive picture into the window of the people who are reassuring the Board, that they are committed to 
helping the parole candidate make a smooth transition from prison life – to the community.  This becomes 
very important, because the Board realizes that the transition from being in structured life environment for 
many years as a life prisoner, to then return to the community, is generally going to require a gradual 
rehabilitation integration to prevent a potential criminal or substance abuse relapse.  To simplify, a letter of 
support emphasizes to a hearing panel, the parole candidate has changed his/her negative behaviors and 
will not be alone in his/her rehabilitation transition.  There are basically two (2) types of support letters:  
General and Rehabilitation.  
 
The General Support Letter  

 The general support letter is the basic letter identifying the parole candidate’s character, his/her 
attitude during the period of incarceration and if knowledgeable, how the parole candidate has used his/her 
time productively and/or taken advantage of all the available opportunities made available to the parole 
candidate while incarcerated (i.e., college, self-help, job skill training, etc..).  The general support letter 
may be written on the parole candidate’s behalf by custody or non-custody staff, personal friends of the 
parole candidate who are situated in his/her prison environment, and/or who have direct interaction either 
physically or through correspondence.  A more detailed list of general supporters might include: 
 

• Custody/non-custody staff (i.e.,  teachers, instructors, health professionals, administrators) 
• Friends in prison (men/women who have participated in self-help programs. Church, work, etc.) 
• Volunteer self-help sponsors (any inside the prison volunteer) 
• Outside community self-help sponsor (any person who comes into the prison to volunteer) 

 
Note: Using LetterQuick.com is another source to have support letters 
submitted to the Lifer Desk and C-File. 
    

Rehabilitation Support Letter 
 The rehabilitation support letter is the community support letter that identifies an open support  
network of people available upon being released back into society.  Some of the areas that a rehabilitation 
support letter might cover involve the following, but is not limited to: 
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• Emotional/spiritual growth 
• Subsistence/personal care services 
• Medical/dental 
• Substance abuse treatment 
• Emergency shelter 
• Transitional housing 
• Behavioral health therapy (Anger, stress, post-trauma) 
• Family stability 
• Marital/relationship/stability 
• Financial/credit debt/restitution 
• Child support 
• Job/career training (marketable skills) 
• Substance abuse treatment 
• Disability services 
• Social adjustment/relapse prevention 
• Etc. 
 

The rehabilitation support letter is written by anyone in the outside community who has offered the 
parole candidate support/assistance in the above areas once released from prison.  This style of letter can 
come from: 

o Family, friends, clergy, NA/AA or any 12-Steps sponsor, medical professionals, clinical 
social workers, community volunteers, community outreach services, State/federal aid 
programs, etc. 

 
The nature of the rehabilitation support letter can further cover topics that might include but not 
limited to: 
 

o Parole candidate’s reputation in the community 
o Good character 
o Spiritual involvement/development 
o Plans for relapse prevention 
o A recognition in personal achievements/goals 
o Living a drug/alcohol free lifestyle 
o Community involvement 
o Etc. 

 
Key Thought to Consider:  When the parole candidate enlists the help 
of others to write either a general or rehabilitation support letter, it is 
necessary to inform the writer that the parole hearing panel is not 
interested in the personal views of the writer’s expressed opinions on 
the criminal justice system or the manner that they believe one has 
been treated unjustly.  The writer must understand it is not helpful, and 
may hurt the parole candidate when the writer injects comments 
relating to the evidence of the case, political climate of the BPH, 
Governor and/or concerns relating to the victim. 
 

The below outline provides a standard outline for persons writing support letters on behalf of the 
parole candidate preparing for the suitability hearing:  
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- Support Letter Formula - 

 
Address letter to:  
Board of Parole Hearings Commissioner                                                          [Place the senders address here] 
C/o Case Records Technician 
Lifer Desk 
[Place address of prison here] 
[Place City/Zip code here] 

  
Date:  [Place date here] 

 
 
RE:  The Parole Hearing of / Petition to Advance Hearing Date:  [Place Name of Prisoner/CDCR #] 

 {Place date of Parole Suitability Hearing here} 
 

Dear Commissioner: 
 

PARAGRAPH 1:  This is an introductory letter explaining who you are and your reason for writing.  You 
may be a spouse, friend, neighbor, past friend, spiritual leader, etc. 
 

PARAGRAPH 2:  This is a longer paragraph and you should outline your contacts, relationship, and history 
with, frequency contacts, ability to observe person, duration of acquaintance.  It is also a good idea to include that 
your support will not include the use of intoxicants or substance abuse use. 
 

PARAGRAPH 3:  State your understanding that your support includes the knowledge of the parole 
candidate’s life crime conviction and that he/she was convicted and found guilty of a specific offense(s). 
 

PARAGRAPH 4:  Provide your opinion, predicated on facts, as to the parole candidate’s character for 
whatever virtues are applicable, i.e. trustworthiness, honesty, intelligence, family or job orientation.  Include your 
personal opinion of character and knowledge if possible, of his/her reputation fro that character trait in the community. 
 

PARAGRAPH 5:  State your knowledge of his/her present behavior during incarceration (if known).  Also 
state if applicable, your knowledge of registration requirements of the parole candidate upon his/her release. 
 

PARAGRAPH 6:  State your recommendation for the parole candidate’s consideration for parole. Examples 
of this might be based on, but not limited to: 
 

• Reputation in the community; 
• A productive life prior to prison.  Contributions to the Community, and if he/she is given the 

chance, the ability to be empathetic in service; 
• His/her attitude during the period of incarceration and use of time productively (knowledge of how 

the parole candidate has taken advantage of all the available opportunities made available to the 
parole candidate while incarcerated [e.g., college, self-help, etc.] ; 

• His/her attitude during the period of incarceration and use of time [maybe towards other people in 
times of adversity and difficult adjustment periods] and 

• A recognition in his/her self-development, goals, plans for relapse prevention, i.e., NA/AA support 
and living a drug/alcohol free environment. 

 
CONCLUSION:  Thank you for your consideration. 

 
SIGNATURE:  [Place your Signature here] 

                                         [Place Sender’s contact information here] 
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Key Thought to Consider:  When writing the support letter, keep in 
mind that the purpose of the letter is to strengthen the parole 
candidate’s parole suitability.  While the above formula to writing a 
letter of support is advisory, the parole candidate is not restricted to the 
above formula and format.  Nonetheless, letters of support should 
generally be brief and formatted not to exceed more than two pages in 
length.  Support letters are accepted by the hearing panel as windows 
into the parole candidate’s system of support.  As such, letters are 
subject to being verified by the Board and Governor’s office.  Make 
sure copies are kept and the support person provides contact 
information in the event there is a need to verify the letter.  Submitting 
false, fake, or less than truthful information in a support letter – will 
surely end up being discovered.  Be mindful of the fact the Board and 
Governor are very aware that prisoners have access to computers and 
computer technology.  Submitting a false support letter will only hurt 
the parole candidate in the end. 

  
Another strategy to consider is to create a Template that will allow family members to provide their 

name, relationship, nature of support and verifiable address and contact information on behalf of the parole 
candidate appearing before his/her parole suitability hearing.  If family members have previously submitted 
letters of support, a designated member of the family can create a family signature template for the hearing 
panel to review.  This is a proven method used by a former prisoner who developed his parole plans for the 
Country of Mexico.  The hearing panel was impressed by his attention to detail and commented on his 
efficiency to bring his family together, when they determined he was suitable for parole.  Use the following 
Template if this applies to you. 
 

              Support Letters from the Family of [Name of Parole Applicant] 
 
 

Name Relationship Nature of Support Address & Contact 
Information 
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Chapter 10:  The Final Hurdle  
Questions for Review: 
 

1) Why is there no justification for committing your crime? 
 
 
 
 
 

2)  What does it mean to “Paint the picture – complete the circle?”   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3)  What is the benefit of having support letters sent to the Lifer Desk prior to the hearing? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4)  What might be some of the strategies used in responding to the hearing panel’s questions? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5) What can a parole candidate do to show the hearing panel he/she has community support? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6) Why should the parole candidate never respond to questions from the hearing panel by saying “I 
don’t know?” 
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Recognizing Barriers to Behavioral Change Exercise 
 

 
1. What do I already know and appreciate about myself and behaviors? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What do I think I still have to learn about myself and behaviors? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What are some of the changes you plan to make about yourself and your behaviors? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How do you plan to make these changes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What do I need (or need to do) to make these changes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. How will you know when you have successfully made these changes?  
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Life Skills Learned 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


