TEN STEPS TO A FEDERAL JOB

STEP ONE:  USE YOUR NETWORK

Network with others (especially other Federal employees) and discuss agencies and announcements to determine if the agency and/or position you have discovered or are researching is the right choice.  

You may wonder if a Federal job is right for you. There are many reasons for seeking a Federal Job, 

such as:

1) Public Service 

2) Social consciousness, 

3) Fighting terrorism, 

4) Homeland security, 

5) Better retirement, 

6) Better pay (usually better pay than general job market but not as good as the same position in high tech), 

7) Career change potential, 

8) Steady and secure employment.

Federal Job Statistics show that there is employment growth in Federal jobs

1)  Growth is substantially larger because the workforce (1.8 million civilian employees- not including military and postal workers) is ageing.  A big retirement wave is coming (60% of all jobs in the next 5-10 years). This is beginning to show in more and higher level openings. 

2) Federal Government needs more technical workers, nurses, doctors and health professionals than ever before.

3) Sept. 11 has increased the number of jobs from 20,000 to  40,000-50,000 new jobs at any one time.

4) So now agencies have had to develop a recruiting and advertising program to try to fill positions

Some statistics on vacancy announcements include: 

1) 60% of announcements are available to outside workers.

2) 85% of the announcements are for single, unique vacancies.

3) Most jobs advertised from December through April (budget influence).

4) Most announcements are only open for 2-4 weeks.

 Most vacancies announcements are for: 

1) clerk, 

2) secretary, 

3) general administration, 

4) computer specialist, 

5) management/program analyst

STEP TWO:   FEDERAL JOB SEARCHING IS A PROCESS

How hard is the search? You must be rigorous about your applications (previously stringent application requirements are lessened but are still a daunting task without help.  

There are many Agencies to choose from/  Go to http://www.opm.gov/ and search on agencies to see the number to choose from The include agencies such as:

1) National Institutes of Health, 

2) Bureau of Land Management, 

3) General Services Agency, 

4) Veteran’s Administration, 

5) Navy, 

6) Army,

7) Air Force 

8) Defense Financing and Accounting Services, 

9) Treasury (to name only a few).

Search sites include:

1) To research a discussion of missions of the various agencies go to http://www.firstgov.gov/featured/usgresponse2.html#agencies.   See how their mission relates to your goals, interests, training, background. Some agencies are local and some are only in certain areas, such as Washington D.C.

2) You can search for agencies in your state by going to  http://www.Federaljobsearch.com
3) You can also review the ‘Occupational Groups and Families” through the “Handbook of Occupational Groups and Families at http://www.opm.gov/fedclass/text/HdBkToC.htm.  This site will show how the government organizes job categories.  These categories are old however (created in 1949) and hopefully will be updated soon.

4) One factor in the determination of a job is the Job Grade Level.  You can examine the job schedules for General level with locality pay percentages by going to http://www.opm.gov/oca/03tables/html/gs.asp.  The executive or senior level technical and scientific levels with locality pay percentages can be seen at http://www.opm.gov/oca/03tables/indexSES.asp
STEP THREE:  MAKE SURE YOU RESEARCH VACANCY ANNOUNCEMENTS

You can get a look at job vacancy announcements at http://www.usajobs.opm.gov.  These are often very long and detailed.  Every announcement will be different but certain features are the same.  Analyze announcements carefully for the information important to you. Here are critical announcement features that you need to be aware of :

1) ID Block

2) Job title, Series No., Grade level

3) Agency and Location

4) Closing date (very important to observe)

a) Different requirements, By the end of the day, emailed, faxed, entered in textbox or as an email attachment

b) If “Open continuously” means that there may be an opening at any time.

c) How Can apply – If “Open to Anyone with or without status”

i) Could require special status 

5) Will KSAs be required

a) KSA stands for Knowledge, Skills and Abilities. A KSA is a statement about one of these attributes that you are asked to write to help an employer match you positively with the position

b) You must write it with honesty but your can utilize all working and life experience to fulfill the attribute

6) Duties

a) Make sure you read the specific duties to since the job title is often confusing.

b) It may not be what you expected from reading only the job title

7) Qualifications

a) Make sure you have both the “Generalized” and the “Specialized” Qualifications

Apply correctly and make sure you send the application exactly per instructions and Follow all instructions to the letter

1) Use the ‘right’ channel for sending your application

2) Use the ‘right’ format

3) Include the ‘right’ Attachments, Forms, Transcripts, etc.

4) Set up a profile

a) Try to set up because this can get you automatic emails for openings

b) Make sure you save off the positions you apply for in order to keep track of your applications, the government works slowly and you will have to keep track of the status of your applications

STEP FOUR: ANALYZE AGENCIES AND THEIR CORE COMPETENCIES 

You need to learn and fully understand each Agency’s Core Competencies.  They are usually about the same but each Agency may emphasize their core competencies a little differently, so make sure you know what competencies each agency values. Here is an example of a set of Core Competencies.

1) Personal Mastery (memberships, conferences, training to become the best of the best), 

2) Interpersonal Effectiveness (Valued greatly in large agencies)

3) Customer Service (Very important in all of government), 

4) Flexibility/Adaptability (Policies can change overnight because of an election, appointment, etc.), 

5) Creative Thinking(Innovation and risk taking gaining importance), 

6) Systems Thinking (Thinking of the forest not just the trees)

7) Technical Skills (Improving the use of technology is job of agency workers)

8) Organizational Stewardship (Necessary for managers, supervisors and team leaders)

Make sure you understand what these are and be able to “show” not just state that you have them.  Integrate them into your resume along with your technical expertise and education. This shows a ‘well rounded’ individual. Remember you can use non-profit and volunteer abilities

STEP FIVE:  ANALYZE VACANCY ANNOUNCEMENTS FOR KEYWORDS AND ‘GOVERNMENT’ LANGUAGE

Include keywords in you information (These are ‘key’ words from the ‘Duties’ section of the announcement. Government HR screens all resumes but usually has only a general knowledge of the position.  They have so many that they will not actually read resumes, but will search all resumes for the important keywords in order to screen out those who don’t have the required amount.

It’s also important to realize that commercial industry keywords are not necessarily the same keywords used by Federal Agencies. So analyze not just ‘read’ announcements to determine and interpret the important “government’ keywords to use in your resume.  The following steps will help you in identifying keywords.

1) First save the vacancy/announcement as an html file.

2) Copy/paste the duties and responsibilities and KSAs into a Word document.

3) Enlarge the type to 14-16 points.

4) Separate each sentence.

5) Delete useless words.

6) Find and highlight the keywords and skills that are significant to the position

7) Read the document out loud slowly to force you to better understand the sentence.

8) Try to really understand the particular keyword’s importance to the position.

9) Knowing the keywords, decide if you really want the job

10) If you don’t understand the job, go to the agency website and read more or call/email their referral numbers and ask.

11) Only after you know and understand the job can you write your resume and the associated announcement application properly and effectively.

STEP SIX:  GET GOOD AT WRITING  FEDERAL AND ELECTRONIC RESUMES

The ‘Federal’ Resume

This resume will be a much expanded version of your usual commercial resume.  Instructions for Federal and Electronic resume writing are often given on the agency website but are often confusing, so make sure you understand them. Every Agency has different Application requirements –some requiring paper and some electronic resume format.  FOLLOW INSTRUCTIONS CARFULLY.  If you don’t understand the instructions write or email the agency (whichever channel is given) to get clearer instructions.  Examples of a good paper and electronic resume are included in this training as Appendix A and B.

The completion of an SF-171 form was required for 40 years but it was eliminated in 1995.  The new process, although lengthy, is a great improvement.   Also a Federal resume is not the same as the OF-612 that is listed in most vacancy announcements.  The Federal resume is better because it is more flexible.

In your Federal resume make sure you include the following:

1) Job Information – Announcement Number, job title and grade

2) Personal Information – Full name, mailing address (with zip code), day and evening numbers (with area code), social security number (yes they require it, but only the Federal government NEVER other recruiting sites, even if they look like official government jobsites), country of citizenship, veterans preference, reinstatement eligibility (if returning to a gov job)

3) Education – Colleges or Universities, name, city and state, majors, and type and year degree received (if no degree show tital credits earned and whether semester or quarter hours), High School name, city and state (some announcement do not require high school.

4) Work Experience –For each job include the Job Title, duties and accomplishments, employer’s name and address, supervisor’s name and phone number, starting and ending dates (month and year), hours per week, salary (yes that is usually required) and indicate whether or not your current supervisor can be contacted.

5) Other Qualifications – Job related training courses (title and year), job related skills, job related certificates and licenses, job0related honors, awards and special accomplishments

The next ten lessons are designed to help you write a Federal resume that gets you qualified for a Federal job.  The Ten Lessons for writing an effective Federal resume include:

1) ID INFORMATION -Format your name and address information according to that required by the agency

2) EDUCATION AND TRAINING - Personnel will consider your education and training in determining if you meet the necessary grade level so know what you need and prepare to show that you have the education (university classes) or training (corporate training) to meet the job requirement – also add all other academic information to show your honors and awards, interships, paper and projects (describe them), Activities, Scholarships, Awards, etc.

3) OTHER QUALIFICATIONS AND SKILLS - This section is very important.  It will increase your “likeability” level and can help HR and you potential supervisor remember you from all the others to stand out from your competition.

4) WORK EXPERIENCE – Prepare an outline of work history – reverse chronology for the last 10 years unless the earlier positions are relevant. Unpaid volunteer experiences is equal to paid work if relevant. Gaps in history do not need to be explained in resume but be prepared to discuss in interview.

5) WRITE GOOD WORK DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITES – 

a) Job Title, time on job, company name and address, hours/week, fee/salary, reference/title/contact info,

b) General introduction of you job

c) Write 3 to 7 bullets describing your skills and overall duties

d) Write one to three accomplishments from your most recent positions to help supervisor recognize you outstanding achievements.

6) CREATE A PROJECT LIST – If you have special projects that may not normally be done by you position or were extensions of your position, they should be emphasized.  These allow you to use your keywords and skills to trigger both automated and personal review of your resume.  Good resumes don’t merely present duties – they communicate the applicant’s ability to achieve results.

7) HIGHLIGH SKILLS THAT SUPPORT THE ANNOUNCEMENT- Make certain that the description you have written supports the position for which you are applying.  If the resume is a ‘good fit’ for the position it will reinforce you qualifications. So make the sentences in your resume look very much like the sentence from the vacancy announcement.

8) INCLUDE RECOMMENDATIONS IN RESUME -  Since letters of commendation  cannot be attached to the resume find a way to include a quote  from an evaluation or commendation in your resume.  

9) INCLUDE SKILLS AND TALENTS FOR THE FUTURE WORKFORCE – This is the place where you show your core competencies to ‘add value’ to your resume.  Core competencies have changed over the years, make sure for example that you are not just an accountant with  a “B.S. in Accounting” but have “ Good Business Acumen” and are good at “Leading People”.  This will get your resume noticed.

10) WRITE A PROFILE STATEMENT – You will create a new resume focus for every announcement but you can do this by changing only about 10-15 lines.  The profile paragraph given on page one of your resume provides an opportunity to develop a precise and targeted response to each announcement, uses the appropriate keywords and skills form the “Duties section” of the vacancy announcement.  This can be called a “Summary of Qualifications” or “Skills and Qualifications” and is  placed at the front of the resume and can be in paragraph format or bulleted format.

The Electronic Resume

Although a Federal resume is a paper resume and can be as long as needed,  an Electronic resume often must be shortened to fit the max character requirement in the electronic resume box .  Each agency will have a different maximum length for their electronic resume.  Make sure that, when you are trying to meet the character requirement by removing sentences, you do not remove important keywords and accomplishments.

1) Use especially concise language – eliminate such words as ‘responsible for’, “duties include”, “the” unless it changes the meaning

2) Eliminate Acronyms when possible and always spell out the first time.

3) Avoid using the same descriptor twice in the same paragraph (use Thesarus).

4) Start each sentence with an action verb not “I”.

5) Always use active voice, it is more powerful.

6) Use present tense for current duties and past tense for previous work.

7) Use ALL CAPS for official position titles or major functional areas of work

8) Keep paragraph length to 8-10 lines.

9) Use more nouns since they are the ‘searchable’ words in a database. Use “Editor” instead of “responsible for editing”

10) Include proper names and ‘generic’ descriptions of products, software and equipment in hopes of triggering a keyword.

STEP SEVEN:  KSA AND COVER LETTER WRITING

KSAs

KSAs are soooo important, they are not a chore but an opportunity to stand out. The term KSA stands for Knowledge, Skills and Achievements. Your KSA will be a collection of half to one page ‘essays’ that you include in your application (not your resume) that talk to your knowledge, skills and abilities This set of essays, whether done well or poorly, will speak volumes about you. They take time but are absolutely necessary to be effective and competitive.  The well-written KSA statements will convince your readers that you have what it take to succeed in the position for which you are applying. 

KASs are stories that accomp[any yuour employment application and give specific example of paid and not-paid work experience, education, training or awards. They are specifically written as separate narratives, usually on separate pages, to support each of the areas of knowledge, skill and ability listen in the vacancy announcement.

KSA are written in the first person (using “I did” this or that, and are typically one half to one page long (single spaced). 

Here are ten rules for writing winning KSAs.

1) Give at least one fantastic example per KSA but two is better and three is great. DO NOT SPEAK IN GENERALITIES in KSAs.  Be very specific and give descriptive examples of not only what you did but THE RESULTS OF YOUR EFFORTS.  Say what you did and then prove it with examples. Such as “I am particularly good at diffusing tense situation/  For example ……….. 

2) Use different example in each KSA statement.  Don’t just reuse the same example, unless the same example shows two attributes.  Make sure your second use of the example emphasizes the different attribute.

3) Use consistent length and format.  

a) Remember between ½ to 1 page.  

b) Use the same size and type of font, usually 10-12 point.  

c) Ariel and Times New Roman are clean fonts. 

d) Always single space. 

e) Use 4 or 5 concise paragraphs per KSA.

4) Pack in the information and make every word count.  It is better to write a real long KSA and whittle it down.  Keep the content and lose the fluff.

5) Write in the first person.  Do not talk about yourself as though you are talking about someone else.  Do no use “We”. Do not omit pronouns altogether as many resumes do.  Write complete sentences and well crafted paragraphs.

6) Spell out all acronyms the first time even those that you know to be well known.  The exception is the use of U.S. and commonly used former acronyms that have now become actual words like scuba and radar.

7) Quantify your results/accomplishments.  Use actual figures, percentages, money amounts, times, etc.  Say you save $12,000 in cost improvements, took 150 hours of database training.  Do not try to quantify so-so results, don’t even mention them.

8) Draw material for your KSAs from all parts of your life.  The more basic your statement the wider you can cast your example net. Look for examples in your volunteer work, school, or even personal life.  If you don’t have a great background in a necessary attribute, research and read up on it.  Always say you have a ‘knowledge of’ not “experience in” a particular area.  Do your homework but remember to ALWAYS, ALWAYS TELL THE TRUTH.

9) Use Resume Place’s recommended setup for each KSA.  Follow the popular “proposal” style KSA for the top of each KSA.  An example of a good KSA is given in Appendix C.  

10) Proofread your KSA set, then read it again.  Print it out in hard copy.  Read your KSAs slowly, looking for common typographical errors.  Remember that spellcheckers catch misspelled words not misplaced or misstated words (using sit for set or “I’ve got” for “I have”, etc). 

First impressions are important.  The opening paragraph of your KSA will be extremely important in establishing an impression of you as a confident, professional person, just right for the job.  No matter how good your opening statement is, remember to vary your opening from KSA to KSA.

Let Context/Challenge/Action/Results form your examples. 

1) The context is a brief explanation of the factors that contributed to the challenge.  Why did the situation present itself?

2) The challenge is the specific problem you had to address

3) The action is the specific steps you took to solve the problem, meet the goal, OR overcome the difficulty.

4) The result is the outcome of your actions, the difference you made (remember to ‘quantify’ whenever you can using real numbers, etc. “My quick thinking saved my department $10,000”.  Remember if the amount is mediocre not mention it.

Write in narrative not in bulleted style. Make the words flow and convince.

Cover Letters

Cover letters are absolutely essential.  Use them with every single paper application.  Unfortunately you can’t submit a cover letter with an electronic application.  

A great cover letter is one that creates an impression of you. It directs the reader’s attention by showcasing your professionalism.  It paints your best traits.  Cover letters are your good will ambassadors and draw attention to you at several critical phases of the application process, at the initial ‘weeding out’ phase and later when the actual employer is going through the short stack of ‘best qualified’ candidates.

Structure of a cover letter will include:

1) Paragraph 1 - Explain your reason for submitting your letter/application.  I am submitting the enclosed resume and KSA set as my application for the position of ……. I am especially excited about this position because (add special or unusual circumstances here)

2) Paragraph 2 - In this paragraph present our qualifications.  (this is where the 2 columned cover letter with draw the eye)

3) Paragraph 3 - Use this paragraph to explain to your reader why you would be an asset to his organization.  Draw a verbal picture of what you could do for her.

4) Paragraph 4 - Offer to contact the reader in some way such as, “I am available to meet with you……You can contact me by ………Thank you for you time and consideration.  I look forward to your response. If you have any reason for special accommodations mention it in this paragraph, such as: “I am a person with ….  In order to perform effectively in my position, I would simply need …. Except for this accommodation I ma a high-performing employee.  I am willing to work hard ……..  If you are working with a State Rehabilitation Specialist, include the Schedule A letter stating that you have a disability.  Remember that Special Emphasis Officers are tasked with finding qualified, skilled people with disabilities to hire into positions that can accommodate special needs employees, so don’t be afraid to bring it up.

5) Paragraph 5 - Closing/Signature, Use the standard business closing and signature.  Don’t forget to attach all necessary enclosures such as application form, Federal resume, KSA set, College transcripts and anything else required.

STEP 8: APPLY FOR VACANCY/ANNOUNCEMENTS THROUGH  AGENCIES

The best thing to do is to focus on Agencies, especially if you find an agency local to where you want to live.  You need to become familiar with their hiring processes.  If you look at all agencies, you will become overwhelmed and, since they vary in their requirements, you will get confused.  

Remember that the more applications you submit the higher your odds will be at landing a job.  

The Federal application process involves the following:

a) Do you have the status to apply for a particular announcement?  Is it internal or external, dos you have special status to help your application.

b) Do you have the basic qualification for the job?  Make sure your resume reflects all the requirements.  Remember that your resume is rated and ranked within that rating.

c) If your resume is ‘referred’ to a hiring supervisor for consideration you are one step closer to an interview.

d) The interview.  If you are statused as ‘best qualified’ you will likely get a telephone or in-person interview for the position.

Since application formats are different, the rating and ranking of applications is also different.  There are at least 6 ways to apply for a Federal job.

a) Paper application – Federal Resume and KSAs. Manual paper application.  This replaces SF-171 and OF-612.  Personnel specialists will rate and rank candidates by giving grades to KSA applications.  The Federal resume is reviewed to determine if you meet the basic qualifications.

b) Resumix + Supplemental Data Sheet.  Resumix, HotJobs Software Resumes are placed in a database with a supplemental data sheet which provides specific job title, geographic and salary information.  All Defense agencies use this system.  The human resources recruiter searches for best candidates by searching for keywords/skills in your resume, then rates and ranks the finds.

c) Electronic Resume and Occupational and Task Questions.  Quickhire, Avue and USA Staffing (an OPM-automated recruitment system) have another set of formats.  These formats require an electronic resume and answers to specific questions.  You will also rate yourself from 1 (you know nothing)-5 (you’re an expert) on many of the questions. Rating and ranking is done by your answers to the questions.  Some questions may ask for a short narrative as well.

d) Resume Only with Application Questions.  Within internal agency databases, the HR professionals rate and rank your information in various ways.  The FFA, CIA and FBI and other agencies have various on-line applications, questionnaires, tests and systems to obtain applicant information.

e) Optional Form OF-612:  This form was designed in 1995 to replace SF-171.  All of the information that you will write on your Federal resume will also be listed on this form.  If you have a choice please use the Federal-style resume because you are not limited to a for and so it is more flexible. 

f) SF-171.  This form was eliminated in 1995.  However some agencies still list SF-171 as an acceptable form of application for a Federal job.  Do not use this form for a job application.  First try to submit the Federal-style resume and secondly an OF-612.  Some agencies state in their instructions that you can submit either an OF-612, SF-171, or a resume.  If so, ALWAYS SUBMIT A RESUME.

STEP 9: TRACK AND FOLLOW UP ON APPLICATIONS

What happens when you do all the other steps and you hear nothing for weeks.  Be patient but persevering.  Make sure you find out what happened; Was the job filled; Were you qualified; If not why?

You must know your announcement number, title and job location in order to contact an agency about a vacancy, which is why you always keep track of all applications you submit.  There are hundreds of jobs and thousands of applicants and personnel specialists don’t have time to communicate with everyone.  However, since it’s an agency mandate to provide excellent customer service to applicants, you can expect to have your letter or email answered.  

The sooner you apply the better.  If your application has gotten lost (a very good possibility) it will be too late to rectify it after the vacancy has closed.  Also if you have forgotten to submit something, the personnel office CANNOT CONSIDER ANY ADDITIONALLY SUBMITTED INFORMATION.  So be quick, thorough, correct, complete and proactive.  There may be a person’s name listed on the announcement with a telephone number or email , so call approximately 30 days after the announcement closes to determine your status..  You will probably get a voicemail, so make sure you leave a COMPLETELY INFORMED MESSAGE, that includes everything the personnel specialist needs to track the application.  Make sure the message includes:

a) Your Full Name (spelled if it can be confused)

b) The announcement number

c) The job title

d) The closing date

e) What your want (the status of recruitment and your application)

f) Where you can be reached and when (don’t forget your timezone)

g) How they can contact you. (Please leave a message if you get a voicemail)

h) Thank them for their time and that you look forward to their information.

If there is no name on the vacancy announcement you need to research.

a) Go to http://www.usajobs.opm.gov 

b) Search under agency

c) Find another announcement for a position similar to the one you submitted

d) See if there is contact information 

e) Call that person and ask who the HR specialist for your announcement is.  If you can get anyone on the phone they probably can help you.

f) Ask for the name and phone number of your contact person or better yet ask if the contact person is available to ask a ‘quick’ question right now.

g) If you get the right person on the phone, be ready with all the information he/she will need to find your information.

If you have an email address as a contact you can send an email with the very same information you would leave on a voicemail. 

If you find you have or can only get a fax number send the fax in the same way with the same information.  

If all else fails write a congressional letter for the information you want.  These are called ‘Congressionals’ and government offices have special staff to answers these letters on a timely basis.  Please see Appendix D for an example of a good “Congessional”. If you have a special hiring status, make sure you state it in any of your correspondence right under your name and make it stand out by capitalizing it.  Such as “PERSON WITH A DISABILITY – SCHEDULE A” or “OUTSTANDING SCHOLAR”.  The OPM has a new website for People with Disabilities.  Learn about how to get a Schedule A Certificate.  See http://www.opm.gov/disability/
What if you have determined your status, what then?  You may have been told in a letter or email that you are either “qualified” or “best qualified”, obviously the second is the status that is considered for the position.  You should talk to the personnel specialist who reviewed your information to find out why you were given this status.  There are several possible reasons and it is important to find out which apply to you: 

a) They could not see your qualifications quickly in your resume

b) They could not see ‘specific’ qualifications, such as one year of specialized experience

c) They could not see keywords for the announcement in your work experience descriptions.  

Hopefully you can see now why a well thought out resume and KSA set is so important.  Even if you have all the information about the position fulfillment and your status, you can still call to get the reasons why you were given this status.

Most automated systems include an application tracking system for applicants to track the status of their applications.  Unfortunately the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) requires a contact person and phone, but they are striving to always have a personal contact number listed.   There are some agencies that have automated systems:

1. U.S. Army (yes these agencies hire many civilians)

2. U.S. Navy

3. U.S. Air Force

4. U.S. EPA

Remember that “Open Continuous” announcements are not necessarily a specific vacancy but a place where the agency is accumulating resumes for the next vacancy that occurs. With these types of vacancy announcements, there is not necessarily any personal contact info available and instead you will likely receive an email or a postcard saying that your resume was received.  The postcard will come from whatever office is handling the responses and my not be the location you are applying for.  This is unfortunate and often confusing.  Hopefully the government will begin to improve this situation. Until then we all have to live with the overburdened HR situation as it exists.

STEP 10: THE INTERVIEW PROCESS

Only those applicants that are “best qualified” for a position will be forwarded on to the Selecting Official, who then may just select the individual for the job.  Interestingly enough, INTERVIEWS ARE OPTIONAL. And when done, interviews are coordinated and often conducted by the Selecting Official.  Many agencies however do opt for interviews.  This is a time for both parties to learn a much about the other as possible. There is no official interviewing process either.  

It is important to remember that few interviewers have been through formal training.  Many are handed a sheet of questions with little time to prepare and little time to look at your information.  Although this may be disconcerting, it is helpful to realize that the interviewer is as nervous as you, which puts you on more equal ground.  

Many times the direct supervisor or the Selecting Official has an internal person in mind for the job but must post all open positions.  The statistics say that 20% of this situations end up with selections outside anyway.  No matter what, always use the chance to interview as a way to gain more information and experience.  Making it to the interview stage for one job is a good sign that you will be selected to interview for others.

Telephone Interview

Usually a pre-screening interview if the best qualified pool is large.  Questions asked are more general and relate to your experience and qualifications.  The good thing is that you can have notes in front of you, but don’t rely to heavily on them-don’t sound as though you are distracted or reading from them.

Research the website and any other information you can get.  Then make a pre-interview call and explain that you will be giving a phone interview but you have a few questions you would like to ask a few questions to help you understand the position you are a candidate for and a few other appropriate questions.  This is the time to ask things like, “What specific problems and challenges are in your office, are there new programs, who are the direct customers on the program, etc.  Remember if you don’t know these answers other candidates might and that will but then at an advantage. Remember to thank the person and express your sincere interest in the position.

One-on-One or Panel Interview

If you are still in the running after the phone interview you will very likely be asked to have a face-to-face interview or if there is a reason that the candidate cannot travel (employer will not pay for flight) another more in-depth phone interview may be scheduled.  A face-to-face may mean a session with only one interviewer or you may have a panel with a supervisor, co-workers, and subordinates.  Many times an EEO (Equal Employment  Opportunity) representative will attend as well.  This person ensures there is consistency with the questions and no illegal questions are asked.  Illegal questions include all questions that involve race, gender, religion, age, marital status and  sexual orientation.  They should never be asked and, if asked, do not need to be answered.   

There are certain types of questions that may be asked.  They include:

1. Traditional Questions – the standard interview question that ask what you may do in a given situation – more hypothetical and allow you to give best-case answers and not on experience.

2. Behavior-based Questions – based on the assumption that past experience and performance can predict future- are designed to have you respond to how you have handled situations-need to draw on experiences.

3. Situational Interview Questions – similar to behavior but more scenarios you could encounter in the new job-looking for how you would react.

4. Difficult/Negative Questions – these put you on the spot – designed to increase your level of stress to see how you respond – give the most positive responses you can and show ways you are trying to improve.

Prepare for the Interview

Know the paperwork.  Know and understand the position description, the critical elements of the position and the KSAs.  Know your own information, since you may have given a different resume for different positions.  Know why you are the person for the job.

Do the necessary research. Although most of the research should be done fefore the application things you learned in the pre-screening interview should be investigated, documented and understood.  You need to read, read, read and ask a lot of questions of yourself as well as the agency.  Go online and find out what you can about the workings of the agency, department or position.  Talk to people you know who can give you insight.  The more you know the better.

Practice for each interview.  Work thorough the difficult or uncomfortable questions beforehand. Find ways to set yourself apart and shine. Use a tape recorder, Video camera, a mirror, a family member or friend to help you.

Sell yourself.  An interview is a sales pitch and you are the product.  Don’t be arrogant but don’t be too modest either.  During an interview it benefits you to talk about what you’ve done well or brag a little.  Many of us have been taught that this is rude have a hard time doing it.   If it bothers you, practice, practice, practice.  Remember to mention what you have done in accomplishment-driven examples.  Specific experiences and accomplishments will set you apart.  

Non-Verbal Communication

Fist impressions are important and always remembered.  Some non-verbal pointers are:

1. Entrance – Exude confidence but not cockiness.

2. Handshakes – Firm but not too aggressive (no two hands please)

3. Personal Grooming – Clean, neat, professional, not too much makeup, cologne, jewelry. (I will be giving a session on body language and personal image at a later meeting)

4. Tone of Voice – Sound interested (what you think will come out in your voice.

5. Eye contact – maintain eye contact with the person you are speaking to .  During a panel interview, look at the person asking the question.  If the answer is long, you can and should look to the other members of the panel.  Do not stare off into space, or keep someone in a deadlock stare.

6. Enthusiasm – act like this is the job for you.  Be excited but controlled.

7. Posture/body language – Don’t slump, get too comfortable or seem too ‘edge of chair’ eager.  Watch personal space (I will talk to this later).

8. Nervous habits – don’t fidget, and watch you vocal fidget meter such as saying “Umm”, or “like”, or “Ahh” excessively – Don’t shake you leg, or play with pens, glasses, fingers- Try to eliminate the natural nervous habits we all have under pressure, which is why practice is so important.  With practice the nerves are lessened and so are the nervous habits. If you know you will play with things don’t have them in front of you during an interview.

9. Smile – Be enthusiastic and happy and it will show in your facial expressions.  With all non-verbals, balance is the key.  Not too much, not too little.

Interview Essentials

The first two minutes of the interview are vitally important.  Usually small talk occurs at this time, and then the usual “Tell me about yourself”?  Have a good answer to this question, with one of several ‘star’ stories you can bring into the conversation at this time.  A star story is a short story telling how you ‘shined’ in a situation.  Not too much just a short opening example to get them interested.   The next phase is the body of the interview and you will be asked many questions.  Always remember to respond in relation to the KSAs (know you know why they are so important). Show them not just tell them why you are the best for the position.  The closing of the interview usually gives you a change to ask questions.  Never begin asking questions before you have asked permission and make sure the interviewer has a good chance of answering the questions before you start asking. Remember that no one wants to look stupid nor likes anyone who makes them look stupid.  Here are some interview essentials:

1. Concentrate on what qualifies you and sell it at every chance you get.

2. Concentrate on YOU – Tell your stories and examples with concentration on what YOU did not what others did to you.

3. Think and then respond.  A moment to think is not bad but shows that you can think on your feet.

4. Keep responses job related.  Remember there are illegal questions and it is entirely up to you whether you volunteer personal information

5. Be accomplishment oriented. Talk about results

6. Tell stories (have several star stories prepared, use your KSA’s in creating your star stories.)

7. Answer the questions asked, not the one you want to answer.  If you are not sure about the question,  ask a clarifying question.  

8. Don’t ramble- Be concise and to the point but don’t lose any chance to talk to your accomplishments.

9. Be specific – don’t use generalizations – quantify your statements if possible.  

10. Avoid criticizing others. Talk of your strengths not others weaknesses – always be positive

11.  Don’t forget to draw your non-work experiences for your examples

12. BE HONEST – The government takes falsification very seriously

Interview Follow-up

The interview isn’t over until you leave the building.  Notice I didn’t say leave the room.  Many an interviewer has lessened his chances by expressing his concerns or negative responses to a receptionist.  

Thank You Letter

Actually the interview is not over until you have sent a formal thank you letter to the interviewer(s).  That is why you should ask for business cards or contact information at the end of the interview.  You can write or type the interview, writing being more personal but typing being more versatile (you can cut paste, etc.)  Be sure to check your thank you letter very carefully; the last thing you want to do is misspell the name or address the letter to the wrong individual. Don’t make the thank you sound like a form letter; bring something specific into the letter from the actual interview.  Don’t forget this is also your last chance to sell yourself in this letter.  

The information in this document is summarized from the book, Ten Steps to a Federal Job by Kathryn Kraemer Troutman.  Ms. Troutman is also the author of the book, The Federal Resume Guidebook.  
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