The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 25: Jeannie Whitler, Tips For Building Your Career: Explore Benvinetto Congressional Fellowship
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Jeannie Whitler about the Benvinetto Fellowship Program. Sally Mayberry conducted the interview. 
---
Sally Mayberry, byline:
Can you share with us a little bit about your Park Service career path so far?
Jeannie Whitler:
I've been in the Park Service 23 plus years. I started as a park ranger in Rock Creek Park and I worked there for about five years then I moved on to the regional office in the land resource division and eventually to WASO. I've been very lucky I've had an opportunity to work on multiple details. I worked on a detail with the Secretary's Office. I've also worked on details in different regional offices as Lands Chief. I feel that, you know, it's very difficult to define your career and find out what paths to take. I've had an opportunity to when I see something that interests me I've kind of voiced it and reached out to my supervisor and they've always been supportive and saying if this is something you're interested in trying let's see if we can make this work.
I also feel fortunate that I've had an opportunity to work from the park level to the national level as well to the department level, [an] opportunity to see all different perspectives.
Sally:
Yeah, all really great experience right, that has led you to my next question which is what is the Benvinetto Congressional Fellowship and why does it interest you now?
Jeannie:
It's an interesting fellowship. It's a two-year commitment. You spend one year in Legislative Affairs Office and the other year on the hill with one of the committees. And it interested me because in a national office and policy we see the end of results but this allows you the behind the scenes of what goes on and making an act actually pass or a new law or legislation that impacts the Park Service. What are the mechanics behind it. So I thought it would be an exciting opportunity to see how that worked, get to know a little bit more about the different processes, and who shifts them and makes it work.
And it interests me because right now my career I feel like that's kind of the next step. When I was looking like what else do I want to learn and I realized that is something I want to learn. 
Sally:
What does the application and acceptance process look like if somebody wanted to explore applying for the fellowship?
Jeannie: 
Well I would definitely encourage them to apply and explore it. The application comes out just like on USAjobs. It usually comes out in September. They select two candidates every year. You can apply online just like you would any government job. And then once they get a pool of people then they go through the regular interview process. There will be an opportunity at least in my application process where once I was put into the pool then they say check with your supervisor because the way the fellowship works is that you basically go and you do this for two years and then you're supposed to allow you at least be put back to your original position or your original program. But the goal is also to have you be placed someplace else. It's supposed to be an upward mobility development program.
Sally:
What do you hope to accomplish going through the program? What does success look like to you?
Jeannie:
I actually feel that being in the Park Service it's like all these little pieces of pies. Like you have facilities, you have resource management, you have cultural resources. And I feel like the more I can expose myself to different, all the different pieces of pies, makes me a better whole employee. So my thought was like this is a legislative end that I don't know about. 
Also a leadership role I don't know that much about and I wanted an opportunity to get that piece. And I think each time we explore these details or their opportunities to venture out to other programs it does make us a better whole employee.
Sally:
Is there any part of this that really excites you the most?
Jeannie:
I am quite excited to work on the hill. I think it'll be very interesting to see how things work, how decisions are made. I saw a great interview from some from the legislative affairs a while back saying that you know these bills when they pass they usually start from grassroots efforts. They usually start from the community. They usually start from someone an organization or a non-profit wanting to move forward with this idea. And I love to see how something that started maybe just from a local neighborhood makes it all the way up into a bill.
I think I'm excited to see how that comes about and really understand the mechanics because on our end or most of our ends we just see the bill when it's done but we don't see what happens when it's being created.
Sally:
Is there anything that you'd like to add to the questions that we've covered today?
Jeannie:
Yes there's one thing I want to add about career paths because I think that's interesting. Working in the Park Service there is no clear defined like manual about what to do about your career paths. And I've been very lucky to have some supportive supervisors who've encouraged me to look at my Individual Development Plan, my IDP, and actually look at doing details or shadowing people. I work for the Lands Office and we kind of tend to stick with Lands but I've had an opportunity to work with RTCA, Planning. 
So whenever I, you know, meet with my supervisor every year I kind of mentioned like I really like to learn about this one thing and so you know she encourages me to go ahead reach out to that chief of the program and see is there any way, do you need any help with anything. There's any way I can learn about something. OPM allows you a certain percentage of your time for employee development and so everyone should look and explore that. I can't remember the exact percentage but everyone is allowed that opportunity so I would definitely try to work that in your IDP not talk about just what you're doing your program but try to fit something in about another program.
---
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series visit the Common Learning Portal. 


