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YOUR VIEW

Should you give volunteering at the Peace Corps a chance?

Edwin Kay, left, and his wife Jannie, buy hats in Bamenda, Cameroon. The couple served as Peace Corps volunteers from 1995 to 1997 in Cameroon. (CONTRIBUTED PHOTO )

PREVIOUS IMAGE
Image

NEXT IMAGE

By Edwin Kay

To paraphrase the opening paragraph of Isak Dinesen’s “Out of Africa”: My wife, Jannie, and I had a job in Africa, at the foot of Mount Cameroon. The equator ran across the mountain chain, 240 miles to the south, and our
home lay at an altitude of over 3,000 feet.

We served as Peace Corps volunteers from June 1995 to June 1997, an experience that has affected our lives to this day.

Peace Corps was founded on March 1, 1961, clearly a reflection of less partisan times, given that this occurred less than six weeks after John Kennedy’s inauguration. Below I answer a number of frequently asked questions
about Peace Corps and our own experience.

1. Is the Peace Corps program still functioning? Yes. Currently there are over 7,000 volunteers serving in 61 countries.

2. What are Peace Corps’ goals? They are unchanged since the founding of Peace Corps: To help the people of interested countries in meeting their need for trained men and women; to help promote a better understanding
of Americans on the part of the peoples served; and to help promote a better understanding of other peoples on the part of Americans.

3. Is Peace Corps only for recent college graduates? No. Although the average age is 26, there is no upper limit. Jannie and I were in our 50s when we served.

4. Do Peace Corps volunteers live in mud huts in Africa? Some do.

Ten years ago, Jannie and I visited a volunteer in South Africa who lived in a round hut (rondavel) that had no indoor plumbing. But the accommodations vary considerably. Jannie and I lived in a mountain villa.

5. Are most of the volunteers male? To the contrary, almost two-thirds of the current volunteers are female.

6. Can Peace Corps volunteers communicate with their families? When we served, we were able to call home three times in two years, but things have dramatically changed. All volunteers have cell phones, and the coverage
in many countries is better than in the U.S.

Having access to the cell phone network means that the volunteers have access to the internet. The volunteer we visited in South Africa had access to the internet from her rondavel.

7. Are volunteers well paid? In terms of American dollars, no. Jannie and I each were paid $320 per month. Peace Corps chose that amount so that we would be paid around the same amount as the people we were working
with. This was hugely beneficial. We had the same lifestyle as the people around us, which greatly facilitated our achieving the second and third goals of Peace Corps.

8. Do many couples serve in Peace Corps? Around 1% of the volunteers are married. Also, you cannot begin Peace Corps service with children under 18. I am unsure what happens if you have children during service. Jannie
and I patiently waited until our youngest child was 18 before applying to Peace Corps. Peace Corps allows family members to visit, so each of our three children got a chance to see Africa up close.

9. What did you and Jannie do in Cameroon? For my primary job, I taught mathematics at the University of Buea, which, having been founded in 1993, had a great need of trained personnel. During the two years I taught
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there, my classes enrolled almost 2,000 students.

Because the very few computers to be found in Buea were in various public institutions, as a secondary job I developed contacts with all such institutions and became their primary computer consultant.

Jannie’s primary jobs consisted of teaching “cookery” at a vocational-technical high school and at a vocational training program for adults who had dropped out of the educational system.

10. What did you and Jannie do for transportation? Buea has a very efficient public transportation system consisting of beat-up, aged Toyota Corollas that serve as inexpensive, shared taxis, three across the back and two in
the passenger bucket seat. We did get to meet Cameroonians up close during our daily taxi rides.

The typical Peace Corps service of two years is most suitable for people who serve in their 20s, when they have greater flexibility. For older volunteers, in addition to the regular program there is also a smaller, alternative
program, called Peace Corps Response, for which the typical service is one year.

Jannie and I encourage you to explore Peace Corps in more detail by visiting www.peacecorps.gov.

Edwin Kay, emeritus professor of computer science and engineering at Lehigh University, is coordinator of the Mountain Laurel Chapter of Returned Peace Corps Volunteers, located in the Lehigh Valley.
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