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Peace Corps Training: Trials

Tribulations 

Lessons

THE Peace Corps lias used 
more than 100 American colleges, univer 
sities and private institutions to train ap 
proximately 19,000 prospective Volun 
teers during the past three and one-half 
years. These diverse institutions have 
organized nearly 450 equally diverse 
training programs for 51 foreign coun 
tries. In all of these programs three fac 
tors have been paramount: the nature of 
the Peace Corps overseas job, the Amer 
ican who is to be trained, and the re 
sources and enthusiasm of the institution 
which is to train the group.

The Training Program

Training programs have averaged 
ten to twelve weeks, six hours per day. 
six days a \veek. For the most part they 
have consisted of the following eight 
components:

1. Technical Studies, to include the- 
various types of knowledge, attitudes and 
skills necessary to perform the assigned job 
overseas and to adapt an "American" skill 
to prevailing conditions in the linst country

1 The views expressed here are those of the 
author and do not necessarily reflect Peace 
Corps policy.

2. Area Studies, to include historical, po 
litical, economic, social and cultural aspects 
of the host country

3. Language, to include knowledge of the 
structure of the indigenous language, basic 
vocabulary, conversational practice, and 
technical terms appropriate to the assign 
ment

4. American Studies, to include an analy 
sis of our democratic institutions, history, 
and current political, social and economic 
problems

5. World Affairs, to include contemporary 
international relations, communist strategy 
and tactics, and America's role in the world 
scene

6. Physical and Mental Health Training, 
to include first aid, mental and physical 
hygiene, and preventive measures required 
in the country of assignment

7. Physical Trahiing and Recreation, to 
include physical conditioning as well as the 
practice of American and host country 
games

8. Peace Corps Orientation, to include the 
role of the Volunteer in social and economic 
development and the organization and aims 
of the Peace Corps.

While all major components are
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usually taught, many recent programs 
have combined World Affairs, Com 
munism, and American Studies into one 
component. In fact, a few recent pro 
grams formally designated only language 
and technical studies. Other essential un 
derstandings were developed from a 
thorough examination of these. One re 
cent experimental program taught only 
language and the remainder of the pro 
gram was developed according to "group 
dynamics" instruction. Persons who nor 
mally would have been "visiting lectur 
ers" were used as resource people in 
trainee-led discussion groups. Another 
recent approach which met with con 
siderable success was the integration of 
the entire program into four components:

1. Technical Studies, to include the 
knowledge and skills required to perform 
the assigned job overseas, in the cultural 
context of the host country

2. Cross-cultural Studies, to include the 
study of values, attitudes, roles, customs, 
and the culture of the host country in com 
parison with the United States

3. Language, to include conversational ex 
perience, basic vocabulary, technical terms 
appropriate to the assignment, and the cul 
tural background reflected in the language

4. Peace Corps Service, to include health 
studies, Peace Corps procedures and policy, 
and the nature of the Peace Corps experi 
ence.

Lessons of the Early Years

First, ways must be found to get a 
"head start" on training. As the Peace 
Corps becomes an established feature 
of the United States overseas commit 
ment, it is time to think of the candidates 
of the future and what can be done to 
prepare them before they enter Peace 
Corps training. This would indicate that 
further encouragement of educational in 
stitutions to begin or intensify their nor 

mal language and area studies programs 
is needed. The recent requirement of the 
State of California that all sixth, seventh, 
and eighth grade students study foreign 
languages is, in the writer's opinion, most 
encouraging. However, language and 
area studies must be continued in high 
school and college. If America is to pro 
duce the type of citizens it will need in 
the future, it must begin to think in terms 
of national volunteerism and an interna 
tional commitment.

Second, it seems essential that train 
ing continue to be conducted by estab 
lished educational institutions, for they 
constitute the great concentrations of ex 
pertise required. For the most part, those 
institutions which have participated in 
Peace Corps training bridged success 
fully the academic-governmental chasm. 
The response to the new and pioneering 
challenge of the Peace Corps training 
was firm and imaginative. It is to these 
institutions that much credit for the early 
success of the Peace Corps is due.

The Peace Corps must guard itself, 
however, to be certain that it does not 
take the challenge out of Peace Corps 
training. The most successful training 
programs have been conducted by those 
institutions—of whatever size and prom 
inence—with the deepest institutional 
and staff commitment to the Peace Corps 
idea. Given ample advance notice, a uni 
versity can command resources with 
quality rarely obtainable elsewhere. They 
also provide an experience in curriculum, 
pedagogy, and imagination which cannot 
be found readily elsewhere.

Third, it has been found that the single 
most significant factor of good training is 
the people involved. Once a special cur 
riculum has been developed, there simply 
is no substitute for quality in trainee and 
teacher. The training institution's staff 
must understand the job of the Peace
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Corps and be capable of transferring this 
understanding to the trainee. The staff 
must exhibit in its attitude and behavior 
those attitudes and behaviors which are 
most appropriate to overseas work. In 
this way many subtle but essential re- 
orientations of conceptions about the 
Peace Corps and work abroad can be 
made effectual.

Fourth, even the best and most highly 
motivated institutions, staff and trainees 
must have accurate and detailed infor 
mation about the job to be performed 
and the environment in which it is to be 
performed. The training program exists 
for the purpose of sharpening in a new 
candidate the many attitudes and skills 
necessary to perform a task in a foreign 
culture. When the job is ill-defined, un 
structured or fluid in the host country 
this fact must be known so that an ap 
propriate learning experience can be de 
veloped and only those people best able 
to cope with such a situation are sent. If 
the job is precisely defined, with suf 
ficient standards and procedures, these 
must be conveyed early to the designers 
of the training program and the trainees. 
The more accurate and detailed the job 
description and the environmental situa 
tion, the more precise and efficient the 
training can be.

Fifth, a precise statement of the level 
of language competence required is as 
important as the level of skill required. It 
is fully recognized that a knowledge of 
Twi will not be as important to successful 
performance in Ghana as a knowledge of 
Spanish in Chile, but it is important to 
know the significance of linguistic com 
petence in jobs such as agricultural ex 
tension, university education, or public 
health nursing. Without such a statement 
it is impossible to allocate accurately the 
extremely scarce hours of a typical Peace 
Corps training program.

Sixth, there must be coordination, if 
not complete integration, of the various 
phases of the training1 program. This is 
made necessary by the brief period of 
time available for training. A close co 
ordination of all components of the pro 
gram, and especially language, area stud 
ies, and technical studies should bring 
about the reinforcement most conducive 
to learning and the integration neces 
sary for action. It is also important that 
all phases be operationally oriented and 
not irrelevant to the job ahead. Without 
doubt, superior training programs have 
been those which have achieved the high 
est level of integration of the various 
components of the program and have 
related these most closely to the entire 
role of the volunteer once overseas.

Another major finding is that provision 
must be made for several "tracks" within 
a single component. This is essential be 
cause of the variation of backgrounds 
and abilities of the trainees. For example, 
those trainees who have had some in 
struction in Spanish must be assigned a 
different course of instruction from those 
who have had no previous exposure to 
Spanish. The same principle has been 
found to apply to all other elements of 
the program.

It goes almost without saying that the 
Peace Corps volunteer must be in good 
physical and mental condition and know 
how to stay that way if he is to be ef 
fective abroad. This means that the train 
ing program must include physical con 
ditioning and physical and mental health 
training. These three components of per 
sonal development have been found to be 
time consuming and somewhat less tang 
ible, but essential parts of preparation 
for Peace Corps service. The well-trained 
volunteer must be made to experience 
frustration and try his abilities to cope 
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with it. He must be aware of the morale 
peaks and valleys which he is going to 
experience in order adequately to pre 
pare himself for the experience. It is also 
important that the volunteer receive ade 
quate information about the food, cloth 
ing, shelter and recreation associated 
with his assignment. It may not be pos 
sible to duplicate these during training, 
but they should be approximated where- 
ever possible.

The Peace Corps' relatively brief, but 
extensive experience in training over 
19,000 volunteers for overseas service of 
a unique and particular type has clearly 
demonstrated that a great deal can be 
expected from the trainee. The highly 
motivated trainee can absorb a great deal 
in an extremely short period of time. 
Some training programs have, in fact, 
compressed the equivalent of a year and 
one-half of college into twelve weeks. 
Such an intensive course of instruction 
has been borne with grace and enthu 
siasm when it is well administered, of 
high quality, well planned and directly 
relevant to the job anead.

Finally, additional means must be 
found for continuing "training" once 
overseas. It is obvious that no training 
program can anticipate all the needs of 
the many overseas assignments nor can 
it serve to integrate the training experi 
ences. Further provision mvist be made 
for professional support of volunteers in 
the field, and opportunities for continu 
ing education while on the job. This 
might be accomplished through profes 
sional overseas Peace Corps staff, through 
correspondence courses, through confer 
ences or workshops during seasonal 
breaks in the job, or through systematic 
provision of professional information, 
periodicals and manuals.

"Superb'!...
"Important"....
"Significant'!...

Man 
through

Volume I:
War and Peace 

Volume II:
Music

The first two volumes in this new family 
of moderately priced, well illustrated art 
books introduce a unique approach to 
the study of both man and his art. The 
14-book series will span historical and1 
cultural boundaries through still other 
such universal themes as MAN AND 
ANIMAL, LOVE AND MARRIAGE, MAN AT 
WORK. Each volume illustrates its theme 
with 20 color plates and essays by dis 
tinguished scholars. Sponsored by the 
World Federation of Organizations of 
the Teaching Profession, with a financial 
grant from UNESCO, the series is an 
ideal teaching aid at all levels.

"I hope this superb series will have the 
widest possible distribution— particularly 
through schools and associations for adult 
education." - WILLIAM BEN TON 

V. S. Ambassador to UNESCO

"An important art work for all secondary
school libraries." - DR. CHARLES M DORM

Exec. Sec'y, \.4.E.A.

"A significant and valuable aid for teachers 
and students of history at the secondary as 
well as at the college level."

- MERRILL F. HARTSHORN 
Exec. Sec'y, \.C3S. 

Each volume. 9" x 1 2" $ 7.95 
School eoM'nn $5.25 net

NKW YORK GRAPHIC SOCIETY

Greenwich, Connectic ut /\
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