The Rewards of
Government Employment

Although salaries are generally lower than
in the private sector, lawyers with public agencies
say they reap many benefits in their work

hen Joan Sullivan graduated from law school, paying

down her law school loans was a priority, so she accept-

ed a high-paying job right out of law school with a

Washington, D.C., communications law firm. Within a
few months of being there, Sullivan realized that the firm wasn’t a good
fit for her. “The work wasn’t interesting or challenging,” she recalls. “Also,
it was difficult to get litigation work,” which Sullivan was eager to try.

An eye-opening moment for Sullivan came when a more senior
lawyer told her she wouldn’t get to second-chair a deposition until she
was at the firm for three or four years. “I didn’t want to wait that long
for the experience,” she says. Sullivan applied for and got a position
with the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), where she interned
during law school. It paid $20,000 less than her job with the firm.

It’s true that government salaries generally are lower than what
you'll find in the private sector, but government agencies tend to give
their lawyers something many private firms, especially the larger ones,
cannot: lots of experience, immediately. Anne Dewey-Balzhiser, who
recently started her own consulting firm after a 28-year career with five
different federal agencies, recalls that she was with the Farm Credit
Administration only four months when she was called to testify in
Congress as a staffer about proposed legislation overhauling the Farm
Credit Act.

“The federal government can'’t afford a long training period, so they
throw you in and see how you do,” says Dewey-Balzhiser, a council
member of the ABA Government and Public Sector Lawyers Division.
“There’s a significant opportunity to develop skills and substantive
knowledge quickly.”
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