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Getting a Federal Job 

Peter S. Dixon, Wayne C. Leininger, and Michael Mclnnis 

Many changes have taken place in the hiring practices of 
our federal agencies. These changes stem from the 
National Performance Review, chaired by Vice President 
Gore, and include decentralizing the hiring process, simpli- 
fying application procedures, and making vacancy 
announcements more accessible. One could certainly 
debate whether the changes have made it any easier to 
apply for a federal job. However, information on vacancies 
is more readily accessible under the current system than in 
the past. This article is an attempt to update natural 
resource students on the current federal government hiring 
processes and application procedures. 

The first key point that applicants must understand is the 
difference between permanent ("status") positions and tem- 
porary positions ("nonstatus"). A person gains status by 
working for the federal government in a career-conditional 
(or permanent) position for a period of 3 years. Some posi- 
tions lead to permanent employment (i.e., a person gaining 
status), others do not. Following is information on various 
job classifications that students will likely encounter, and 
whether they might lead to permanent federal employment. 

Permanent ("Status") Positions 

General Vacancy Announcements for Career (Per- 
manent) Positions 

Currently, many job vacancies in federal agencies are 
open only to individuals now (or previously) employed by 

the federal government in permanent posi- 
tions. However, vacancy announcements — for permanent positions are sometimes 
open to all who meet the qualifications, 

_________ whether or not they have status. One can 
1111111 learn of these positions through the Office 

of Personnel Management's (OPM) com- 
puterized database, at federal employment 

information centers, and through various private federal job 
information vendors, all detailed later in this article. 

Student Career Experience Program 
Cooperative Education positions (Co-op), now known as 

the Student Career Experience Program, usually lead to 
career-conditional or permanent positions. Undergraduate 
and graduate students may apply for Student Career 
Experience Program positions as they become available. If 
hired, a student will become a paid employee of the agency 
and combine concentrated work periods with periods of tra- 
ditional on-campus academic study. The program allows 

students to gain practical field experience with an agency 
while working toward a degree. Upon successful comple- 
tion of the student's degree and work agreement, the 
agency has 120 days to convert that student non-competi- 
tively to a permanent position. Conversion to a permanent 
position is not guaranteed. However, it is uncommon for 
agencies to recruit students into the Student Career 
Experience Program unless they are confident funds will be 
available for permanent employment. 

The number of natural resources related Co-op opportu- 
nities has diminished in recent years due to future funding 
uncertainty. In 1996, however, the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) has filled a number of Co-op 
positions. For example, NRCS's Texas State Office report- 
edly made offers to 37 Co-op students in 1996, which sug- 
gests a high degree of confidence that funds for permanent 
positions will be forthcoming in future years. To learn more 
about the Student Career Experience Program, contact 
your school's career and placement center or the OPM 
Service Center that services your area. 

Registers 
As previously mentioned, most permanent positions are 

open only to those individuals with status. However, if an 
agency expects a lot of hiring activity in a certain job series, 
the agency has the option of opening a register. When a 
register is open, individuals submit their application materi- 
als to a centralized office, where the applicants are ranked, 
and positions are then filled from the register. 
There have been very few natural resources 
job series registers established in recent 
years. However, at the time of this writing, 
the NRCS has opened registers for Range 
Conservationist, Soil Conservationist, and 
Soil Scientist positions. Sources within 
NRCS anticipate that there will be several 
hundred new hires over the next few years. For information 
on the NRCS registers, call (202)720-7188, or write to: 
The Special Examining Unit 
Natural Resources Conservation Service 
P.O. Box 37636 
Washington, D.C. 20013 

Temporary ("Nonstatus") Positions 

The following position classifications, while helpful in 
gaining related work experience, do not lead directly to a 
person gaining status or permanent employment. These 
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positions include term appointments, temporary appoint- 
ments, and individuals hired under the Student Temporary 
Employment Program. 

Term Appointments 
These are temporary positions that last from 1-4 years, 

and usually include benefits. 

Temporary Appointments 
These appointments include: 1) positions that last 1 year 

or less, but can be extended for 1 additional year; or 2) 
positions lasting a maximum of 1040 hours, or 6 months. 
Summer field positions generally fall under the classifica- 
tion of temporary appointment. Temporary appointments do 
not include benefits. 

Student Temporary Employment Program 
Students can be hired for one year under the Student 

Temporary Employment Program. In addition, the agency 
can rehire the student in 1-year increments as long as the 
student remains in school. Student Temporary Employment 
Program positions are usually part time during the school 
year and can be full time over the summer. Student 
Temporary Employment Program employees cannot be 
converted non-competitively to a permanent job. However, 
an agency has the option to convert a student in the 
Student Temporary Employment Program to the Student 
Career Experience Program (i.e., Co-op) if the job is related 
to the student's academic curriculum. 

How to Obtain Information on Federal Positions 
Many federal vacancy announcements are sent directly to 

natural resource departments within colleges and universi- 
ties. In addition, students can contact a state or district 
office of a federal agency directly to inquire about current 
vacancies. The actual hiring process varies depending on 
the agency and district or field office. Within the U.S. Forest 
Service, some national forests utilize their respective state 
employment office (i.e., Job Service) to screen seasonal 
job applicants; in which case, applicants must send applica- 
tion information directly to the designated Job Service 
office. Other national forests screen the applicant pool 
themselves; in which case, students must apply directly to 
the national forest office. The Bureau of Land Management 
utilizes state employment offices for initial screening of 
applicants. The Natural Resources Conservation Service 
hires temporary appointments through their field offices, 
and handles the hiring process in-house. In a nutshell, 
there is little standardization of hiring practices with our fed- 
eral agencies. Thus, students are encouraged to respond 
directly to job announcements and follow the directions of 
the particular agency or district, rather than send unsolicit- 
ed applications to federal agency offices. 

There are numerous sources available that list vacancy 
announcements in the federal government. The following is 
a partial list: 

Federal Jobs Digest is a bi-monthly publication of feder- 

al job announcements. They publish 2 editions: Regular 
edition—jobs currently open to all qualified persons, and 
Status edition—jobs currently open to candidates who have 
status. 

Federal Jobs Digest can be reached at 1-800-824-5000. 
Federal Career Opportunities, published by Federal 

Research Services, is a bi-monthly pub- 
lication of federal job announcements. 
This publication includes positions open 
to all qualified individuals, as well as 
positions only open to those who have 
status. Their number is 703-281-0200. 

Career America Connection—This is a telephone- 
based system that provides current worldwide federal job 
opportunities, salaries and employee benefits information, 
and special recruitment messages. The service can be 
accessed by calling 912-757-3000. The service is available 
nationwide, 24 hours per day and 7 days per week. 

JobCo is a privately owned company that provides, via 
once per week e-mail, a complete listing of vacancy 
announcements that are open to all qualified persons (i.e., 
nonstatus positions). For more information about JobCo, 
contact Joe Berry at 208-733-1748, or e-mail at 
jberry@magiclink.com 

For those who have internet connectivity, there are sever- 
al good sources for federal vacancy announcements. 
These include: 

FedWorid Information 
Network—This is a site on the 
worldwide web (WWW) that 
includes an updated listing of 
federal job opportunities. 
FedWorld can be accessed at: 
http://www.fedworld.gov/#jletr 

The address of the jobs list- 
ing site is: http://www.fedworld.gov/jobs.htm 

AVADS System—The Department of Interior maintains a 
very user friendly vacancy announcement homepage on 
the WWW, which includes both status and nonstatus posi- 
tions. Complete vacancy announcements, including KSA's 

(Knowledge, Skills, Abilities) for the specific job, are listed. 
AVADS can be accessed at: 
http:/Tinfo.er/usgs.gov/doVavads/index.html 

For those with the internet capability to telnet, one can 
telnet directly into OPMs computerized jobs database and 
sort jobs in a variety of ways, including status or nonstatus, 
by state, by job title or GS series, etc.. Some jobs will have 
the complete vacancy announcement, others will not. If the 
complete vacancy announcement is not available, you can 
type in the word FORMS, and the complete vacancy 
announcement will be sent to you the next day. To access 
this system, telnet to: 198.78.46.10 

Federal Job Information Touchscreen Computer - 
This is a computer-based system utilizing touch screen 
technology. It provides current worldwide federal job oppor- 
tunities. These computers are available at most state 
employment agency offices, some campus career/place- 
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ment centers, and all Federal Employment Information part of the process of getting a job. The old adage that "p00- 
Centers nationwide. pie like to hire people they know or people who are referred 

OPM's Federal Job Announcements—As of September by someone they know" still holds true with the federal gov- 
1996, Office of Personnel Management established a website ernment. In turn, the successful job seeker will likely be one 
listing job announcements called USAJOBS. Complete vacan- who, coupled with gaining knowledge of the federal hiring 
cy announcements for positions are available at this site. processes, has established and maintained his/her network 
USAJOBS can be accessed at: http:/Iwww.usajobs.opm.gov/ of potential employers within federal agencies. 

Forms to Use When Applying for Federal Jobs 

The SF-171 was the official application form used by the 
federal government for the last 25 years. Based on the Vice 
President's National Performance Review recommenda- 
tions, the SF-171 was discontinued as of January 1, 1995. 
(Although the SF-171 is no longer an official form, it can still 
be used when applying for federal positions.) Dropping this 
form was an attempt to make the application process easi- 
er. As a replacement for the SF-171, OPM created the OF- 
612, which is basically an abridged version of the SF-171. 
As a further attempt to streamline the application process, 
the federal government decided to also accept resumes 
from applicants in lieu of an SF-171 or OF-612. On the sur- 
face, this seems like a tremendous favor to the natural 
resource student. In reality, however, OPM and the various 
federal agencies want a resume that contains pretty much 
the same information as an OF-612. To help guide students 
in development of a "federal government" resume, OPM 
published a document entitled ... Applying for a Federal Job 
(OF-Sb). These federal forms may be obtained at most 
federal agency offices. 

Applicants for federal positions now have the option of 
choosing whichever of the 3 documents listed above they 
wish to use. In informal discussions with various agency 
personnel staff in 1995, the majority suggested, off the 
record, that they would much rather receive the SF-171 
than other application materials. However, similar queries 
in 1996 suggested that personnel specialists showed no 
preference between the OF-612 and the SF-171, as they 
became more comfortable with the new form. Additional 
feedback suggested that applicants are likely better off f ill- 
ing out either the SF-171 or the OF-612 instead of a 
resume, as it is easier for the person evaluating the appli- 
cations to find the information they are seeking. 

A company, Federal Research Service, markets a 
Windows-based software package called the "Quick and 
Easy Federal Jobs Kit" to aid individuals in preparing the 
3 documents mentioned above. They 
can be contacted at 703-281-0200. _______ 
Some universities and colleges have _______ 
site licenses for this program, and 
students find this software package 
very helpful. 

It is important to note that when 
applying for federal jobs, although 
you are dealing with the largest 
bureaucracy in America, you are still dealing with individual 
people. Consequently, networking is still a very important 
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