

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 2000, 2009 by Dillon Banerjee

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except brief excerpts for the purpose of review, without written permission of the publisher.

[image: ]
Ten Speed Press
PO Box 7123
Berkeley, California 94707
www.tenspeed.com

Distributed in Australia by Simon and Schuster Australia, in Canada by Ten Speed Press Canada, in New Zealand by Southern Publishers Group, in South Africa by Real Books, and in the United Kingdom and Europe by Publishers Group UK.

Previously published as So, You Want to Join the Peace Corps (Ten Speed Press, 2000)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Banerjee, Dillon.
   The insider’s guide to the Peace Corps: what to know before you go / Dillon Banerjee.—2nd ed.
      p. cm.
   Rev. ed. of: So, you want to join the Peace Corps. c2000.
   Summary: “A guide that tells potential Peace Corps volunteers what to expect, through first-hand advice from recent volunteers”—Provided by publisher.
   eISBN: 978-0-307-76853-7
   1. Peace Corps (U.S.)—Handbooks, manuals, etc. I. Banerjee, Dillon. So, you want to join the Peace Corps. II. Title.
   HC60.5.B34 2009
   361.6—dc22

2008043720

v3.1





Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Acknowledgments

Peace Corps Acronyms

Preface



I. Pre-Application Jitters

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

2. Am I qualified to join the Peace Corps?

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

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

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

6. What will my Peace Corps experience be like if I’m gay?

7. What will my Peace Corps experience be like if I’m a minority?

8. Will the two years go by quickly or slowly?

9. Will I be lonely?

10. What will I miss the most?

II. How to Pack for a Two-Year Trip

11. What should I bring?

12. Can I really pack only eighty pounds to take with me?

13. What kinds of games and toys should I bring?

14. How many books should I bring?

15. What about the water? Will I need a purifier?

16. Can I bring my pet overseas with me?

III. Peace corps Training—Learning the Ropes

17. What is training like?

18. How hard will it be to learn the language? What language(s) will I learn?

19. Will I have enough technical training to do my job?

IV. Managing Your Money

20. How will I get paid? Where will I keep my money?

21. Will I have enough money? Should I bring extra money with me?

V. Living Like the Locals

22. Will I live in a mud hut? Will I have electricity or running water?

23. How will I wash my clothes? Do my dishes? Clean my house?

24. What is the food like?

25. What if I’m a vegetarian?

26. Can I buy or adopt a pet overseas?

27. How will my neighbors and colleagues view me?

28. How will I travel around my work area?

VI. Common Medical and Safety Concerns

29. Will I get sick?

30. Will I get worms?

31. Will I lose weight? Gain weight?

32. What medical services will be available to me?

33. What if I become too sick to reach help?

34. What if I get pregnant or impregnate someone while I’m in the Peace Corps?

35. Is AIDS a big concern for Peace Corps volunteers?

36. What if there is a crisis and I have to be evacuated from my post?

37. Do local police and government officials harass volunteers?

38. Is sexual harassment a problem for female volunteers?

VII. Staying in Touch with Home

39. How will I receive mail in the Peace Corps?

40. Will people be able to send me things through the embassy’s diplomatic mail pouch?

41. Can I get magazine subscriptions sent to me?

42. Will I be able to call the States?

VIII. Peace Corps Gadgets and Technology

43. Will I have access to the Internet?

44. Should I bring my laptop?

45. Will I be able to use a cell phone in the field?

46. Should I bring a digital camera? GPS unit? MP3 player?

47. Do I need a shortwave radio?

IX. The Social Scene

48. How close will I live to another volunteer?

49. How often will I see other volunteers?

50. What is the drug and alcohol situation like?

51. What is the dating scene like in the Peace Corps?

52. What happens if I want to marry a host country national?

X. The Toughest Job You’ll Ever Love?

53. What is the work schedule like?

54. How much supervision is there for volunteers in the field?

55. Will I work with other international development agencies while I’m overseas?

56. Is the Peace Corps effective as a development agency?

57. What are some common criticisms of the Peace Corps?

XI. Rules to Live By—Peace Corps Policy

58. Will I be able to have friends and family visit from the States?

59. How often do volunteers quit before their two years are over?

60. What is the procedure for quitting early?

61. Can I get kicked out of the Peace Corps?

62. How many volunteers extend their service beyond the first two years?

63. Will I be overseas for the whole two years or can I come home in between?

64. Can I transfer programs if I don’t like what I’m doing?

65. Can I transfer countries if I don’t like where I am?

66. Will I have access to embassy, commissary, and American Club services?

XII. Traveling Like a Pro

67. Will I have the opportunity to travel much during my two years as a volunteer?

68. Can I travel to other countries after my Peace Corps service is over?

69. Will I be issued a diplomatic passport?

XIII. Post-Peace corps

70. How hard is readjusting to life back in the States?

71. Does the Peace Corps look good on a resume? Will it help me get into graduate school?

72. What is “noncompetitive eligibility” and what can it do for me?

73. Can I bring my Peace Corps pet back to the States with me?

74. Would you go back and do the Peace Corps all over again?

Appendices


A. Peace Corps General Facts

B. Peace Corps Country Map

C. Peace Corps Programs Overview

D. Medical Information for Applicants

E. Peace Corps Master’s International Program

F. Peace Corps Regional Offices

G. Peace Corps Information Online

H. Vegetarian Questionnaire

I. Romantic Involvement Worksheet

J. Joining Peace Corps as a Couple

K. Volunteering at Age 50+

About the Author






Acknowledgments

I am grateful to Ten Speed Press for recognizing that the time was right for a second edition, and for convincing me that an update was possible from a continent away. Many thanks and much credit goes to Lindsey McKay, my research assistant, who through her innovative and effective research and analysis techniques helped provide the core data I needed for the rewrite. Thanks as well to my editor at Ten Speed Press, Sara Golski, for her expert guidance. I also want to thank those who provided me with insight into the latest from Peace Corps headquarters (you know who you are!) and the many RPCVs who responded to the surveys and calls for input.


Peace Corps Acronyms



	APCD
	Associate Peace Corps Director



	CED
	Community Economic Development



	CD
	Country Director



	COS
	Close of Service



	EMA
	Europe/Mediterranean/Asia Region



	ET
	Early Termination



	HCN
	Host Country National



	IAP
	Inter-America/Pacific Region



	IST
	In-Service Training



	NCE
	Noncompetitive Eligibility



	NGO
	Nongovernmental Organization



	PC
	Peace Corps



	PCMO    
	Peace Corps Medical Officer



	PCT
	Peace Corps Trainee



	PCV
	Peace Corps Volunteer



	PCVL
	Peace Corps Volunteer Leader



	PIP
	Performance Improvement Plan



	RPCV
	Returned Peace Corps Volunteer



	TEFL
	Teaching English as a Foreign Language



	TOT
	Training of Trainers





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.




End of sample
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