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Happy Holidays! 2022 is around the corner and I am
looking forward to it! It is a chance to refresh - nothing
ever stands still, life is always changing. Walt Disney once
said about the Disney projects that “We keep moving
forward, opening new doors, and doing new things, because
we're curious and curiosity keeps leading us down new paths.”
And perhaps that is a good mindset for 2022.
Curiosity leads to creativity, creativity leads to innovation, and
innovation leads us to new paths. Without innovation, we may not
have been able to do our jobs as spectacularly well throughout
the almost 2 years of this pandemic. For example, HRD staff had to
be innovative in finding ways to perform tasks that were
traditionally in-person, such as recruiting, onboarding, training and
development, and I cannot be more impressed by the innovation
MRP has shown across the board throughout the pandemic.
And we have changed the entire way in which we interact.
Innovation brought us MS Teams and Zoom meetings, and when
we were suddenly unable to see one another in person, we were
still able to stay connected by seeing each other through these
apps relatively few of us were using regularly 2 years ago.
Now, as we begin the process of returning to the office, let’s take a
minute to appreciate what we’ve learned and how well we’ve
embraced new ways of doing business and staying connected.
My hope is that we take those “game changers” that grew out of
innovation and capitalize on them. We need to continue being
curious, creative, and innovative. Everything is possible!
I wish you and your families a wonderful holiday, and I hope
everyone is able to take at least a little time to breathe, reflect,
enjoy friends and family, and start the
new year with hope and joy.
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New Employee Exit Survey for MRP

By Patricia Flower (Patricia.A.Flower@usda.gov, 202-799-7082)

On October 1, 2021, Human Resources (HR) launched a new employee exit survey using Microsoft Forms
as a collection platform. While an exit survey has been around for many years in MRP, it was in need of
revision. Several program areas assisted HR in this endeavor, and the results are a more streamlined, userfriendly survey that asks departing employees to communicate their reasons for leaving, perceptions of
the work environment, and overall satisfaction with the Agency.
HR now uses e-Tracker to help identify departing employees, as well as accepting requests for the exit
survey if contacted directly. Results are confidential and shared with Agency leadership regularly on an
aggregate level. Survey responses will help us identify what we are doing well, and just as importantly,
areas where we can improve. The feedback from the exit survey will also guide our workforce planning
efforts and help make us an employer of choice going forward.
Questions regarding the exit survey process should be directed to Pat Flower of the HR
Systems, Analysis and Reporting Branch, at 202-799-7082, or by email at
Patricia.A.Flower@usda.gov.

Non-Federal Employees and LincPass Cards
By Tenzing Choekyi (Tenzing.Choekyi@usda.gov, 612-336-3486)

The Personnel Security Team works with all Marketing and Regulatory Programs (MRP)
customers to help with the onboarding of new non-Federal and contract employees.
Some of these non-Federal employees have a temporary appointment
or an agreed upon amount of time (per a contract) that they will be
working for MRP. Because of this, it is very important to notify the
Personnel Security Team when non-Federal employees have left the Agency. At that time,
the Personnel Security Team will help change their status from “active” in the HR Systems.
If these non-Federal employees are not removed from the HR Systems, it could result in a new LincPass
card issuance (after the other card expires). Issuing a new card costs the Program money for the printing
of the card and shipping to the pickup site.
To avoid any additional costs, please contact Personnel Security when any non-Federal employee
separates, so the right steps can be taken to deactivate that record.
As always, please contact the Personnel Security Team with any questions here:
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/business-services/contact_us/hrd/hrd

Persons with disabilities who need program information in alternate
formats (braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's
TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 or 844-433-2774 (voice and
TTY). https://www.targetcenter.dm.usda.gov/
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USA Hire Standard Assessments

By Andrea Opitz (Andrea.Opitz@usda.gov, 612-336-3424)

Transforming Government One Hire At A Time
In support of efforts to improve the hiring process over the past year, APHIS Human Resources implemented a
new assessment tool, USA Hire, for certain job announcements (e.g., Pathways Internships, administrative
support positions). To further improve the hiring process and align with Executive Order (EO)13932 – Modernizing
and Reforming the Assessment and Hiring of Federal Job Candidates issued on June 26, 2020, HR will be
expanding the use of the USA Hire assessment tool for APHIS and AMS agencies.
Why is APHIS Human Resources using USA Hire? When an agency posts a Job Opportunity Announcement
(JOA) on USA Jobs, an assessment tool is used to measure job-related competencies necessary for the position.
Historically, a program Subject Matter Expert has assisted Human Resources in developing a series of selfreporting, multiple choice questions for the assessment.
USA Hire was developed by the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) as an alternative to these traditional,
self-reporting multiple choice questions. The USA Hire assessment is interactive, so the format of the
questionnaire will be different for applicants and may include progress bars, timed questions, and situational
videos. The interactive questions are meant to better measure general job-related competencies that are
difficult to capture in the traditional assessments, such as accountability, attention to detail, customer service,
decision-making, interpersonal skills, and reasoning. The use of USA Hire will satisfy the competency-based
assessment requirements under EO 13932.
Please feel free to visit OPM’s web page to view sample USA Hire assessment questions:
https://usahire.opm.gov/assess/default/sample/Sample.action
Continue reading on next page…
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I’m a supervisor; how will I know if I should use a
USA Hire assessment? OPM has developed
specific pre-packaged USA Hire assessments for
job series common throughout the Federal
Government. It is used only for vacancy
announcements that are posted on USA Jobs. If
your vacancy meets the criteria for using a USA
Hire assessment (e.g., available job series/grades),
you may use a USA Hire assessment. To view the
USA Hire available assessments by series and
grade level, click here.
I’m an applicant; how will I know USA Hire is being used? USA Hire assessments are being used by
agencies throughout the Federal Government. The JOA will note that the assessment is being used. We
encourage applicants to read the JOA in its entirety to learn more about how to complete a USA Hire
assessment.
How will the application process be different? When an applicant initially applies for a position, the
process will be the same. Applicants will apply for the position via their USA Jobs account.
After the announcement closes, applicants who meet the minimum qualifications for the position, will
be sent an email with instructions and an active link to complete the online USA Hire assessment.
Applicants are given 48 hours to complete the online assessment. The assessments may take up to 3
hours to complete.
Applicants’ USA Hire scores will be valid for 12 months after completing the initial assessment. If they
apply for other JOAs using the same USA Hire assessment in that 12-month time period, they will not be
required to retake the USA Hire assessment.
Because applicants cannot retake the USA Hire assessment for 12 months, it is imperative that
applicants allow themselves enough time to carefully complete the online assessment.
What if I run into problems completing the USA Hire Assessment? If you are applying for a JOA and
need technical USA Hire assistance (e.g., inability to access the USA Hire assessment link, technical
difficulty completing the USA Hire assessment after accessing the link, or applicant user experience
questions), you should use the following link: https://apply.usastaffing.gov/HelpTicket. Technical
assistance is available Monday through Friday, 7 AM to 8 PM EST.
Applicants may also request a Reasonable Accommodation for the assessment. The announcement
and assessment email will have specific information on how to submit a reasonable accommodation
request for the assessment.
For more information - What is USA Hire? YouTube Video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MaJfNZMG4c4&feature=youtu.be
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Guidance on Quality Step Increases (QSIs)
and QSI Review Panels

By Lynn Doetschman (Lynn.H.Doetschman@usda.gov, 301-851-2891)

The information below provides general guidance on Quality Step Increases
(QSIs) for non-executive, non-foreign service employees in AMS and APHIS, and programs’ QSI
review panels, which are required by USDA Departmental Regulation DR-4040-430 on
Employee Performance and Awards, some of which is relayed below.
Under the new DR, a limited number of QSIs are available to agencies for recognizing
sustained high-quality performance. No more than 2% of an agency’s permanent, non-executive
employees may be granted a QSI each fiscal year. The Human Resources Division distributes agency
and program-level caps based on data from the personnel database and additional guidelines issued
in departmental memos at the beginning of each fiscal year. Supervisors and managers will ensure
that QSI nominations are suitably justified and commensurate with the performance being
recognized, and that the number of QSIs granted is within their program’s QSI caps/limits.
QSI Definition and Eligibility
A QSI is an optional one-step increase that can be granted to permanent GS employees who
demonstrate the highest quality performance over the course of at least 18 consecutive
months and when that level of performance is expected to continue. QSIs may be given after
the close of the performance cycle (e.g., after the close of the FY 2021 performance cycle
and based, in part, on FY 2021 performance ratings.)
To be eligible for a QSI, an employee must:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Occupy a position which is eligible for within-grade increases (i.e., GS employees occupying
permanent positions);
Be at the full performance level of his/her position;
Be below step 10 of his/her grade level;
Have performed in the same grade and type of position for at least 18 months
before the end of the appraisal cycle;
Have received a rating of record of at least Fully Successful for at least the 3
most recent performance years (or the 2 most recent performance years if the
employee is new to the Federal Government);
Have demonstrated sustained performance of the highest quality, significantly
and demonstrably above the expectations defined at the Fully Successful
level of his/her performance plan;
Have achieved accomplishments that contributed substantially to the
organization’s goals, commensurate with the classification of
his/her position;
Be expected to continue at the same high level of performance;
and
Not have received a QSI within the previous 104
weeks.

Continue reading on next page…
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QSI Recommendation
Packages
A recommendation package
for a QSI will be prepared by
either the first- or second-level
supervisor, and must include a
completed Form AD-3115,
Recommendation and
Authorization of Quality Step
Increase; and the three most
recent consecutive ratings of
record, or two ratings of record
if the employee is new to the
Federal Government.
QSI Review Panels
APHIS programs and AMS will establish one or more review panels to evaluate QSI recommendations.
For APHIS, QSI panels can be managed at the program level (e.g., APHIS PPQ) or below if
determined appropriate by the program. A likely scenario would be for panels to be managed
at the level to which QSI allocations (i.e., the number of QSIs allowed within the program QSI
cap) are distributed. For AMS, QSI panels will be managed at the Office of the Administrator
(OA) level as the Agency does not distribute the QSI cap down to the program level.
The size and composition of QSI review panels can be determined by the APHIS program or AMS OA,
but at a minimum, they will be comprised of three supervisors/managers knowledgeable of the
work of the organization. Review panels may consult with HR on technical questions but will not
usually have HR staff as part of the panel.
Review panels will apply any requirements or special consideration in evaluating QSI nominations
beyond what is described in the DR consistently (e.g., extra consideration for an Outstanding rating
under the old rating system); regard panel documentation as confidential, and maintain it according
to records management guidelines (for 3 years or longer periods as required); and provide their
recommendations to the respective authorizing official by having a designated panel member
complete Block 16 of the AD-3115.
QSI Authorization
QSI authorization documentation always requires an AD-3115 and the approved nomination package.
QSIs will be authorized no lower than the SES level, who will take into consideration, but will not be
bound by, the recommendation of the review panel. Programs may choose to have QSIs authorized at
a higher level than required in the DR.
• In AMS, QSIs will be authorized at the Administrator level.
• In APHIS, QSIs will be authorized by the first SES in the employee’s chain of
command (or a higher level if the program prefers.)
Continue reading on next page…
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Tips for completing the AD-3115
The AD-3115 form has thorough instructions on the last page and a
checklist of significant criteria in Block 13. Justification prompts are
built into the form (Blocks 10-12) for describing how the employee
significantly exceeded performance expectations and the basis for
expectation that the level of performance will continue. A separate
justification attachment is not necessary.
Required signature blocks for QSIs

(follow instructions on Page 4 of the AD-3115):

•
•
•
•

•

Block 14 - The Supervisor of record verifies the justification is an
accurate description and that the employee meets the criteria.
Block 15 - Recommending Official (2nd level Supervisor of record.)
Block 16 - Panel Member indicates whether the panel
recommends that the QSI be approved.
Block 17 - Certifying Official block is optional* in AMS and APHIS.
Certifying Officials can include quality reviewers such as
Administrative Officers or Budget Specialists. This role is not grade
level or position dependent and can be determined by the
program.
(*This is an update to 9/3/21 end of year guidance and pertains to QSI
forms only. The Certifying Official signature is still required on AMS and
APHIS AD-287-2 award forms.)

Block 18 – Authorizing Official:
o In AMS, QSIs will be authorized at the Associate Administrator
level.
o In APHIS, QSIs will be authorized by the first SES in the
employee’s chain of command (or a higher level if the
program prefers.)

Attach and transmit the AD-3115 and two or three Fully Successful
ratings (as stated above) to HRO Processing via e-Tracker. The eTracker Initiator/Reviewer/Authorizer fields do not have to be
completed by the people who signed the AD-3115. Programs can
determine their own e-Tracker routing. Programs are asked to
transmit completed QSI packages to HRO as soon as possible after
the close of the performance cycle.
Contact Information
Questions about attaching and transmitting QSIs via eTracker, or
their status, may be directed to MRPBS.HRD.Awards@usda.gov.
Questions on awards and recognition policy may be directed to
Lynn.H.Doetschman@usda.gov or (301) 851-2891.
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Supervisor Assignments in WebTA

By Mandy Olson (Mandy.M.Olson@usda.gov, 612-336-3295) and
Kris Wagner (Kristine.L.Wagner@usda.gov, 612-336-3317)

Have you ever wondered how supervisor assignments in webTA are created
or modified?
Supervisory positions (supervisory code 2 or 4) automatically flow from the National Finance Center
(NFC) EmpowHR personnel/payroll processing system into webTA. Supervisory designations are tied to
the individual supervisor’s Position Number (PN). All subordinate staff have a “Reports To” field that must
be updated if that supervisor (and PN) changes for any reason (e.g., Supervisor is
reassigned/separated/detailed/temporarily promoted.)
“Reports-To” supervisor updates can be requested by submitting a completed spreadsheet (must
download) to the Supervisor Change Request shared mailbox at HR.Supervisor.Change@usda.gov.
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) have been developed and linked for quick reference with updated
information appearing in yellow highlight.
Within the Excel spreadsheet, you’ll find comments in certain columns that define what HR needs in
order to process each request. You’ll also see asterisked columns that indicate required
information. Failure to provide this information will result in the spreadsheet being returned and a delay
in processing updates.
As a reminder, the Supervisor Change Request mailbox is for permanent supervisor change requests
only (see definitions in the linked FAQs). If you have any other questions regarding webTA, e.g.,
timekeeper changes, delegating, etc., please contact your Leave and Compensation service
provider.
If the request involves an organizational structure code change, a realignment request must be
submitted. In this situation, you should contact your Classification service provider. Please do not use
this mailbox for these types of requests.
The team that monitors the shared mailbox is unable to assist with
inquiries on other systems such as ePMA, AgLearn, EQS, etc. If you
need assistance with any of the other systems, please see below.
APHIS/AMS AgLearn Administrator:
Mark.A.Branch@usda.gov
EQS Support:
EQSSupport@usda.gov
ePMA Support:
HR.System.Access@usda.gov
Website for webTA 4.2 Information:
https://my.aphis.usda.gov/myportal/myaphis/
employeeresources/applications/webta/
It includes user manuals, quick reference
guides and Frequently Asked Questions for
Employees, Supervisors, and Timekeepers.
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Are You Planning to Retire Soon?
By Kim Kilde (Kim.M.Kilde@usda.gov, 612-336-3322)

2021 Benefits Open Season
By Brian Fleming
(Brian.B.Fleming@usda.gov, 612-336-3621)

Open Season is your annual opportunity
to review and change your
enrollment in the Federal Employees’
Health Benefits (FEHB) program, the
Federal Employees Dental and Vision
Insurance Programs (FEDVIP), and to
enroll in the Federal Flexible Spending
Accounts (FSAFEDS) for health care
and/or dependent care for 2022. The
2021 Open Season will run from
November 8, 2021 to December 13, 2021.
Information regarding Open Season,
including premiums for 2022, can be
found on the Benefits website. We
strongly recommend that employees
who wish to make changes to their FEHB
insurance use the National Finance
Center’s Employee Personal Page
(myEPP) to make health benefits election
or change.

The APHIS Benefits Team is pleased to announce a new
tool - the Retirement Calculator - that is now available to
assist you with your retirement planning. Please note that
logging in at least once every 60 days will keep your
account enabled.
Similar to the annual Personal Benefits Statement posted
on your Employee Personal Page, the Retirement
Calculator can give you a general idea of what you can
expect to receive from your FERS or CSRS
annuity. However, rather than a static report, the
Retirement Calculator is an interactive tool that will let
you plug in different retirement dates that you may be
considering. It also allows you to make different
assumptions, such as what survivor benefit you want to
leave your spouse or what level of life insurance you
want to continue into retirement, so you can run
different scenarios.
There are limitations to this tool since its projections are
based on limited data drawn from our personnel and
payroll database, but you may find it helpful as you plan
for retirement. Here are some links to get you started:
How to access the Retirement Calculator
– a step-by-step guide to get you to the tool.
How to run a retirement estimate
- a step-by-step guide to using the tool.
How to interpret the retirement estimate report
- a detailed explanation of the report.
FAQs – your first stop in getting immediate
answers to common questions.
All of these resources are posted on
our Benefits - Retirement web page
so you can access them at any time.
The Retirement Calculator is located on a landing page
that also offers general information about Federal
benefits, which you may also wish to explore.
If you have any questions about the Retirement
Calculator, please feel free to contact the APHIS
Benefits Team by emailing us at
APHIS.Retirement.Calculator.helpbox@usda.gov.
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Complete Your Annual
Individual Development Plan (IDP)

By Sue Bernstein (Sue.Bernstein@usda.gov, 301-851-2878)

The beginning of the new fiscal year is the ideal time to focus on your
development by considering your professional development goals and
identifying learning activities to support your goals. Use the IDP process to
capture this information and consider the Center for Training and Organization
Development (CTOD) courses and services as you seek out learning opportunities.
CTOD has courses and services available to meet your needs whether you are stationed at an office, in
your home, or some combination of locations.

Planning for your IDP Meeting
Before your IDP meeting, take some time to reflect on your career goals and the feedback you received.
Consider the following:
•

What are your strengths and how might you use them in new ways next year?

•

What are the three most important leadership competencies that you would like to improve upon?

•

What are some learning activities that would help you develop the desired competencies?

•

How might you leverage the virtual workspace to build your professional network?

•

Who else can support you on your journey?

The IDP meeting is an opportunity to discuss your goals as well as identify strategies for development.
Bring your ideas to the meeting! Your supervisor may also suggest learning activities, let you know of funds
and time available for training, as well as any upcoming priorities that might require new skills.
After the meeting, you will be responsible for scheduling agreed upon learning activities. Throughout the
year, share your progress with your supervisor. Your IDP is a “living document;” as conditions change
throughout the year, you may have to adjust your IDP, too.
Based on your circumstances, you may want to expand your competencies in your current role, or
perhaps you want to prepare for a position with greater or different scope and responsibility. Whichever
road you choose, APHIS CTOD can help point you in the right direction.
For more information about IDPs, visit our frequently asked questions here: IDP FAQs.
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New Course for FY22!

By Sue Bernstein (Sue.Bernstein@usda.gov, 301-851-2878) and
Kieran McAuliffe (Kieran.McAullife@usda.gov, 301-851-2931)

Are you highly motivated and interested in improving your performance
at work and beyond? New to our curriculum this fiscal year,
APHIS CTOD invites you to participate in the course,
“Breakthroughs: Coach Yourself to Your Personal Best!”
This 4-hour workshop, offered in two 2-hour blocks, is designed to help you:
• Prioritize, solve problems, and complete work independently,
• Make faster and more accurate decisions,
• Manage time and responsibilities more effectively, and
• Increase resiliency.
This course is open to employees at all levels and complements the course,
InsideOut GROW Coaching, which is currently offered to all new
supervisors. Together, these offerings support the growth of a coaching mindset
and culture across APHIS. Register here to reserve your spot in Breakthroughs!
For information about working with a coach and how to get started with
coaching, please visit the APHIS Coaching Program SharePoint page here.
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The NEW and IMPROVED APHIS Mentoring Program!

By Lara Boeck (lara.j.boeck@usda.gov, 301-851-2092)
and Pandy Tomko-Green (pandy.s.tomko-green@usda.gov, 301-851-2879)

Over the last year, CTOD has been hard at work
revamping the APHIS Mentoring Program. The mission of
the APHIS Mentoring Program “Partnering for Success” is
to cultivate meaningful partnerships that promote
continued development, knowledge sharing, and
personal enrichment to enhance performance, achieve
professional goals, and fulfill the APHIS mission. The
program supports all APHIS employees and specific
programs that mandate a formal mentoring
component. It is built on leveraging the knowledge, skills, and experiences of individuals who have strong
leadership abilities and technical competence to develop others. Mentoring produces an environment of
trust and continual learning and in turn sustains the foundation of the agency mission.
Check out our new and improved SharePoint site, designed for easy navigation of the APHIS Mentoring
Program process and resources: https://usdagcc.sharepoint.com/sites/aphis-svc-ctod/aphis-mentoringprogram. If you have any questions regarding the APHIS Mentoring Program, please send an email to
APHIS.Mentoring@usda.gov, Pandy Tomko-Green (Program Manager through Dec. 17) at pandy.s.tomkogreen@usda.gov, or Lara Boeck (Incoming Program Manager) at lara.j.boeck@usda.gov.

Mentorship is the art of creating and nurturing leaders for tomorrow.
If you are an AMS employee and looking for information on the AMS Mentoring Program, please reach
out to Aline Assad at Mentoring@usda.gov. To apply for the AMS Mentoring Program, follow this
application link.
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Resources for Hybrid Work

By Sue Bernstein (Sue.Bernstein@usda.gov, 301-851-2878)

The way we work has changed dramatically for most of us over the last 18 months.
Hybrid work, which blends remote and in-person work in a variety of scenarios, is likely
here to stay. It has many advantages, and also presents some challenges, especially
when it comes to management of self, relationships, and productivity while working remotely.
CTOD is committed to helping employees remain connected, effective, and productive with a full
schedule of virtual training offerings available throughout FY22. Our courses are designed to help you
achieve your training goals, enhance your career, and advance the agency’s mission. USDA
employees also have access to on-demand online learning resources relevant to hybrid work.
Courses are available across five general topic areas that encompass the Office of Personnel
Management’s leadership competency model:
•
•
•
•
•

Self-management
Productivity
Relationship Management
Supervisory Skills
Leadership Mindset

Take a look at our Resources for Hybrid Work. You’ll find a curated list of live classes and self-paced
offerings to help you plan your development this year as well as quick links to additional services
available to support you. Screenshots are provided below and the next page of the courses offered.

Continue reading on next page…
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