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		Preface

		When Ten Speed Press asked me to update this book for a second edition, I was initially hesitant. I wrote the first book, having just completed my two-year tour as a volunteer in Cameroon, with a wealth of experiential knowledge that was fresh, pertinent, and ripe for sharing. Detailing the “Peace Corps experience” was a reliance more on memory than research, and there was little about the Peace Corps world that I felt was unknown to me—from the application process right through to job searching post-Peace Corps.

		Nine years later, however, I felt sure that the Peace Corps had evolved to a point where it would be far less familiar to me. I knew, for example, that the application process had migrated online, that volunteers the world over had cell phones, that Peace Corps-issued motorcycles were a thing of the past, and that PCVs were as likely to be teaching GIS mapping and website development as digging fishponds or planting trees. To make the proposition of an update even more daunting, I was living thirty-five hundred miles away from the United States, not scheduled to return until 2011 when my assignment to the U.S. Embassy in Portugal was complete.

		All the same, the publisher insisted that a second edition would serve as an important resource for new and prospective Peace Corps applicants and that much of the core research could be done remotely. With invaluable input from my research assistant, Lindsey McKay, an RPCV who served in the Dominican Republic from 2004 to 2006, I started collecting information on today’s Peace Corps. As I analyzed feedback from RPCV discussion groups and interviews, and combed through the latest statistics, policy manuals, volunteer handbooks, surveys, and websites, I began to realize that, in actuality, very little of the Peace Corps volunteer experience had changed over the past decade. There may be new ways to apply, new gadgets to pack, and new rules to follow, but PCVs the world over go through the same basic stages of orientation, adjustment, and integration that has defined the experience since the inception of the organization over forty years ago.

		So—why should you read this book? As with the first edition, my core motivation was to furnish prospective Peace Corps volunteers with a comprehensive resource that will help unravel what is still a largely mysterious and daunting work and life commitment. Despite a plethora of new websites, blogs, and multimedia snippets where individual volunteers share their thoughts, fears, or daily lives in country X or program Y, there is still a surprising lack of information tailored to someone who just wants to know what it’s like to be a Peace Corps volunteer—period. Life throughout the developing world shares a surprising number of commonalities when it comes to basics like health, safety, infrastructure, and transportation. And life overseas as an expatriate entails basic adjustments to culture, society, and environment that cannot be avoided. All of these areas and related experiences are detailed in this book, along with many more. You should find the information provided in the following pages helpful regardless of whether you end up teaching English in Mali or training entrepreneurs in Bulgaria. As with the first edition, the information is provided in a straightforward, question-and-answer format, but now includes the latest on everything from the online application process and what to pack to safety considerations and staying in touch with home.

		Deciding to join the Peace Corps and live overseas for two years is not easy. The greatest hurdle is often a mental one: stepping into the unknown and hoping to find the strength, commitment, and flexibility to see it though. I hope the information here will put things into perspective and allow you to consider the Peace Corps in a less intimidating light. Regardless of what you decide, I hope you continue to pursue ways to help make this world a better one, all the while seeking adventure and fun in your life.

		   Happy trails,
   Dillon

	
		Part I

		Pre-Application Jitters

	
		1

		What is the application process like? How long does it take?

		The application process can be arduous and seemingly endless. The Peace Corps receives over two hundred thousand inquiries each year from people interested in applying. Tens of thousands of those people submit applications, and only a fraction is eventually accepted. Besides the fact that the Peace Corps is a government agency—which, by definition, means it can be slow and bureaucratic—the sheer number of applicants combined with the excruciating detail each must provide on the application forms make it easy to understand why the review process can last up to a year.

		The Peace Corps tells potential recruits that three personality traits are invaluable during the application process: persistence, patience, and a sense of humor. Persistence is required because, try as they may, the Peace Corps does not always review every application and forward every file in a timely manner. Every so often you’ll need to prod and encourage them to keep the process moving. I knew an applicant who, after submitting his completed application, sat back and waited to hear from the Peace Corps. He never followed up with calls; he never thought to check on the status of his application. After almost six months of waiting, he received a letter notifying him that his application had been deemed “inactive.” Apparently, having never heard from him, his recruiter assumed he had lost interest in joining.

		Patience is a virtue for Peace Corps applicants simply because, even if you are persistent and hound the office with weekly calls, the entire process may take anywhere from four to twelve months. Why does it take so long? Because there are several steps one must take to navigate successfully through the system. In a nutshell, they are:

		
				Filling out the application. This is no easy feat, though it has been made a bit less cumbersome now that the entire process can be completed online. From Peace Corps’ official website (www.peacecorps.gov), you can create an account that allows you to access the application and complete it in stages at your convenience. You can also track your progress so you know where you are in the process at any given time. That said, the application still consists of seventeen distinct sections ranging from queries on personal and legal information to military status, language skills, and employment history. The Peace Corps demands an account of every relevant course, internship, summer job, and hobby that may qualify you for one of their programs. You must provide three references (one professional, one personal, and one from a volunteer work supervisor) and write two five hundred-word essays (detailing your motivation to apply, and any past cross-cultural experiences). The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) estimates that the Peace Corps application should take approximately eight hours to complete. In reality, expect to be filling in the blanks for days, if not weeks, due to the amount and depth of information requested. If you are unable to access or complete the forms online, you can request that Peace Corps send you hard copies so you can put pen to paper.

				
				Passing an interview. Once your application has been reviewed, the Peace Corps determines whether or not you “fit” into any of their program areas. If you do, you will be called into the nearest Peace Corps office for an interview with a recruiter. If you are unable to attend in person, the interview may be conducted over the phone. This step of the process is a major screening tool for the Peace Corps. It is their forum for evaluating your level of commitment, maturity, and experience, and it is your golden opportunity to sell yourself, your skills, and your ambition. During the interview, expect to be grilled on your reasons for wanting to join, your expectations, your hopes and fears, your strengths and weaknesses, and your preferences with regard to the Peace Corps’ geographic and program areas. They may also ask you whether or not you are dating anyone seriously—a red flag to help them identify volunteers who may quit before their two-year commitments are fulfilled (see questions 59 and 60 for more on early termination [ET]).

				You should treat the interview as you would any other job interview. Be professional, confident, assertive, and prepared. Many applicants assume they can wear shorts and a T-shirt, or show up without preparation since it’s an interview for the Peace Corps. Recruiters will be turned off by that. They are not looking for applicants who come across as extremely liberal or laid-back; they’re looking for the best-qualified applicants among thousands of competitors.

				

				
				Securing a nomination. Assuming the interview goes well, your recruiter will “nominate” you for one of the Peace Corps’ programs. Possibilities include education, youth outreach, community development, business development, environment, agriculture, health, HIV/AIDS, and information technology. For a complete description of Peace Corps programs, refer to appendix C. If you aren’t slotted for a program that interests you, this would be the time to speak with your recruiter about revisiting your qualifications as they may relate to other programs.

				You’ll also be told the region of the world in which you will most likely serve, the language requirements for that region, and your approximate date of departure. On the one hand, receiving such information boosts your morale and provides exciting news for friends and family. On the other hand, once the initial impact wears off, impatience and frustration tend to grow. You’ll quickly realize how much of the picture is still missing. You won’t know the exact country assignment, the actual date of departure, the specific language(s) you’ll be learning, or the details of the projects you will be working on. This is usually the stage that applicants find the most trying.

				

				
				Physical and legal screening. Step 4 is when you undergo a thorough medical, dental, and legal review, while the Peace Corps checks on all of your references and validates the information provided on your application. The physical, dental, and eye exams can all be conducted by your regular doctors; costs are reimbursed by the Peace Corps. Legal clearances include an FBI background check and a closer look at issues related to financial obligations or debts, dependents, and marital status.

				During this stage, your recruiter will also keep his or her eyes peeled for specific openings that suit your qualifications. Timing is everything at this point. If your medical exams go off without a hitch, hound the office to ensure that Peace Corps nurses review your file in a timely manner. Call your recruiter frequently to follow the progress of your background and reference check, and inquire about his or her efforts to place your name in an available and appropriate volunteer slot.

				

				
				Receiving an invitation. The last stage of the application process is receiving the coveted “invitation” for a specific program, in a specific country, leaving on a specific day. You will be invited, for example, to teach English as a second language in Niger, leaving August 3. You’ll have only ten days to accept the invitation, so do some quick research and some serious soul-searching to be sure that you are committed and willing to go.

				If you have doubts about the country to which you’ve been assigned—perhaps it’s predominantly French-speaking, Muslim, and urban, whereas you had your hopes set on Spanish-speaking, animist, and rural—you may want to inquire about other possibilities. Be sure, though, that your doubts are substantial and reasonable, not impulsive or superficial, and communicate them clearly to your recruiter. If you bow out of your initial invitation because you’ve heard the food stinks and the beaches are dirty, you’re likely not to receive another invitation down the line. If you feel your reasons are solid, however, consult your recruiter and ask about other possibilities opening in the near future that may be more in line with your desires and expectations. Stay flexible, and don’t come across as demanding.

				

		

		Throughout the application process, remember to maintain a sense of humor. As I mentioned earlier, you’re battling a bureaucracy that is deluged annually with paperwork. They deserve kudos for managing to process as much as they do, but to an eager applicant whose life hinges on their decisions, each snag along the way can lead to a nervous breakdown. If you learn to laugh when you’d rather scream, you’ll be more likely to emerge from the application process unscathed.

		When you finally accept an invitation, you can breathe a huge sigh of relief and start spreading the word that you’re going overseas to be a Peace Corps volunteer! You can begin reading up on your new country, contacting RPCVs who served there to ask them questions about their experiences and preparing your belongings for a unique packing effort (see question 11). You will have reached the end of a long and winding road, and should enjoy it before the beginning of a much longer and more winding road begins—the actual Peace Corps experience itself! Spend the intervening months between the invitation and departure doing all the things you need and want to do, knowing that it may be two years before you get the chance to do those things again. Say your good-byes, see your favorite band, go to the latest movie, eat your favorite foods, visit good friends, and spend quality time with family. All the while, cherish the fact that you have been selected to embark on an adventure that few others have the privilege of experiencing in their lifetimes, and know that you are about to discover new things about the world, about others, and about yourself.

	
		2

		Am I qualified to join the Peace Corps?

		The Peace Corps is asked this question frequently, and as a result has published a pamphlet entitled “Life is calling. How far will you go?” This resource provides an overview of Peace Corps’ various program areas, along with the educational and experiential requirements applicants should meet to be considered for each one. I have included the overview as appendix C in this book to give you an idea of the skills needed for accomplishing projects within each program. I also, however, highly recommend that you request the full pamphlet from your local recruiting office, as it goes into greater detail on program prerequisites and desired qualifications.

		In addition to specific program requirements, be aware of a few core requirements all applicants must meet before joining the Peace Corps. Volunteers must, for example, be U.S. citizens at least eighteen years old and in good health (there is no upper age limit). Most PCVs (95 percent) have bachelor’s degrees, and several have advanced degrees and/or related prior work experience. Married couples with dependent children are generally not accepted into the Peace Corps unless there is a compelling need for their specific skills; those without dependents may be accepted if both qualify for volunteer assignments (see question 3). All applicants must undergo a comprehensive medical and dental evaluation certifying that they are capable of handling the physical and emotional rigors of Peace Corps service.

		When completing the application forms, be sure to include every bit of related experience that comes to mind. Oftentimes applicants don’t realize how important it is to be absolutely and completely thorough. If you spent a summer helping your mom with gardening in the backyard, you may qualify for the Peace Corps’ agriculture or forestry program. If you took a CPR course as part of your Boy Scout merit badge, you may be selected for the health education program. If you took two years of high school Spanish, volunteered for a few days at a food shelter, or organized a backcountry camping expedition with your friends, include it on your application. Roughly 50 percent of PCVs hold liberal arts degrees, which means their technical experience often comes from extracurricular activities, summer jobs, or personal hobbies. No matter how trivial or inane some of your previous experiences may seem to you, if it sounds even remotely related to a Peace Corps program, jot it down.

	
		3

		What if I’m married and we both want to join?

		Go for it! Peace Corps statistics show that 7 percent of all volunteers are married. There is even an official one-pager entitled “Joining Peace Corps as a Couple,” which addresses the application process, eligibility, and preparation for service (see appendix J). There were a few married Peace Corps volunteers in Cameroon during my time there. One couple had recently retired and were serving as teachers in a vocational school; another were newlyweds who had decided to join the Peace Corps before having kids, mortgages, and all that good stuff. From my observations, both had good experiences and were glad they joined. If you are married and are considering the Peace Corps, though, you should be aware of a few things.

		First, the application process can be much longer for married couples. The Peace Corps places volunteers by matching program needs, as determined by requests from host country governments, with the skills of its applicants. Placing two people in the same country simultaneously requires requests from a country for volunteers under both programs for which the two qualify. In other words, if you are nominated to be an agroforestry volunteer and your spouse is slated for the health program, you must wait until a country has openings for both and hope that you can fill those spots simultaneously. There may also be complications if the training schedules for your programs are not synchronized. It may be that agroforestry in-country training starts in June, while health training doesn’t start until September. These are just some of the kinks married couples face that may take the Peace Corps some time to iron out.

		The Peace Corps will also want you to be aware that, if you are married, you may be tempted to lean more on your spouse than on other volunteers or villagers for support, guidance, and companionship. Although, to a degree, this is natural and expected, if taken to an extreme it can result in couples feeling isolated from peers, counterparts, neighbors, and friends. Tensions can also arise if one spouse acculturates more easily, proves more adept at learning languages, or is more technically proficient than the other. These tensions may be exacerbated in newlyweds who haven’t yet had the chance to mature in their marriages. Perhaps for this reason, married couples have a slightly higher ET rate than single volunteers, which is something to bear in mind. Don’t be discouraged, however, as the majority of married couples in the Peace Corps have served successfully and rewardingly. My advice is to contact the Peace Corps or send out inquiries on the Internet to communicate with returned volunteers who served with their spouses, and ask them about their experiences and for their counsel.

	
		4

		Can I serve in the Peace Corps with my boyfriend or girlfriend?

		No. The only way to enter the Peace Corps with a partner and be posted in the same village is to be married. Otherwise there are no guarantees that the two of you will even end up on the same continent. In fact, if you are involved in a serious relationship, be aware that the Peace Corps will inquire about the nature of that relationship during the application process. If they perceive it to be potentially problematic, they may have you complete a Romantic Involvement Worksheet used to “educate” applicants on the ways in which a Peace Corps commitment can strain personal relationships (see appendix I). If they conclude that your emotional attachment is substantial, it will count as a strike against you. This is because a significant number of people who early terminate do so as a direct result of feeling homesick for their boyfriends or girlfriends. Many people get so wrapped up in the adventurous and romantic notion of becoming a Peace Corps volunteer in a foreign country, that they underestimate the feelings of isolation, loneliness, and insecurity that arise from time to time during the experience—feelings that may be compounded if the volunteer has left someone special back home. Most volunteers I know who left a boyfriend or girlfriend behind to join the Peace Corps were not in those relationships two years down the road. Distance and time are two skilled assassins of even the strongest bonds, and in the Peace Corps, they tend to be armed and dangerous.

	
		5

		What will my Peace Corps experience be like if I’m an “older” volunteer?

		Approximately 5 percent of Peace Corps volunteers are over the age of fifty (see appendix A). I served with several older volunteers in Cameroon, and they absolutely loved it. In fact, in many ways they seemed to have an easier time with the adjustments and hurdles that their younger colleagues often stumbled through. They were more directed, more assured of their reasons for being overseas, more open to meeting new people and experiencing new hardships, and more comfortable with relinquishing the luxuries of life in the States. Often they had thought about joining the Peace Corps for years beforehand and came with professional skills that could be readily and effectively applied to their program areas. In addition, older PCVs in many countries, simply because of their age, enjoy an inherent level of respect and authority from colleagues, program administrators, and host country nationals (HCNs) in general. This “automatic” respect, which younger volunteers spend months (if not years) earning, greatly facilitates their adjustment to life and work overseas.

		If you are an older applicant and have concerns about joining, the best thing to do is call the Peace Corps and speak with a recruiter. He or she can tell you the most common age-related issues regarding Peace Corps service and put you in touch with other RPCVs who are happy to discuss their experiences with you. Peace Corps has also dedicated a section of their website to “50+” volunteers, which includes vignettes from PCVs who have served in various parts of the world and lists frequently asked questions—some of which I have included in appendix K. You will have to undergo a more thorough (or at least time-consuming) medical examination, and tying up loose ends stateside before leaving may be more involved, but aside from that, the application process will be no different.

		One issue older volunteers are often forewarned about is the “surrogate parent” syndrome they may face during training and, to a limited extent, during their entire two years. Moving overseas can be an unnerving ordeal, often transforming brazen college graduates into callow youths. When this happens, to whom do the youths reflexively turn for solace and comfort? The person who most reminds them of Mom or Dad. If the older volunteer isn’t careful, he or she may end up playing parent for thirty angst-ridden college grads, depriving him–or herself of an otherwise culturally enriching and personally rewarding transition into life in the developing world.

		Older volunteers may also initially feel uncomfortable with the fact that the bulk of their support group is much younger than they are. They may feel out of place during Peace Corps parties, which are typically hosted by younger volunteers and more closely resemble college bashes than placid social gatherings. During training, they may find themselves distanced from younger volunteers who are able to pick up languages more easily. Over time, however, everyone (young and old) finds their niche and settles into a pace of life and social interaction that they feel comfortable with. The older PCVs in my program ended up forging close and lasting friendships with people half their age, finding common ground in shared experiences and mutual support.
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