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This document is intended to give an overview of the project you are invited to work on in the 

Peace Corps. For more detailed information about Colombia and living there, please read the 

Welcome Book via the link included with your invitation and check out the related Web sites 

referenced in the welcome book. 

 

For further information about serving as a CED Volunteer in Colombia, call the Country Desk 

Officer for Colombia at Peace Corps headquarters in Washington, D.C., (9AM to 5PM, EST): 

Toll-free: 1-855-855-1961, press 1, then extension 2525; 

or directly at (202) 692-2525  

or via email at colombia@peacecorps.gov 

 

 
 

 

mailto:colombia@peacecorps.gov
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A NOTE FROM THE DIRECTOR OF PROGRAMING AND TRAINING 

Greetings from Colombia; a majestic country with diverse landscapes and people! As you may 
be aware, Colombia is the only country in South America situated between both the Atlantic 
and Pacific Oceans, has arguably some of the best musicians in the Americas (Carlos Vives and 
Shakira) and of course outstanding coffee. This is no doubt an exciting time for you to be invited 
to serve as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Colombia's Community Economic Development (CED) 
project.  It is my hope that the information included in this Volunteer Assignment Description 
(VAD) will help to provide some specificity to the program’s context and work responsibilities. 
 
Upon arrival in Colombia, you will recognize a notable difference from the US in the resources 
and systems used to promote economic development. You will notice that the Northern 
Atlantic Coast of Colombia, where Peace Corps Volunteers are placed, does not have as many 
opportunties for youth to develop financial skills, focus on their employability, or stimulate 
ideas for business development. These local and national gaps in youth small businness 
development are the reasons Peace Corps has been asked to serve here, and our contributions 
will be aimed at strengthening rural systems in order to develop these related skills and ideas 
for youth.  
 
You represent the first class of CED Volunteers in Colombia so you will be integral in the 
development of this project. The changes that we hope to make are not easy and certainly will 
not take place over the short-term. Your role will largely be transfering skills and educating 
youth, which can be a slow process especially in the low-resource areas of the country where 
Peace Corps Colombia operates. Keep in mind that the changes we look for may not be easily 
visible until many generations of Peace Corps Volunteers have served here.  
 
The position you are being offered will provide you with an understanding of employment and 
small business development in a low-resource country. Furthermore you will gain knowledge of 
how culture influences the business and entrepreneurial mindset. If you enjoy leading training 
sessions as an instructor, sharing experiences with adolescents while acting as an advisor, and 
would like to improve the operations of small businesses and cooperatives, then you will find 
this position stimulating. More than anything, this job will offer you the opportunity to build 
long-lasting relationships and be a part of the process of educating and training Colombia’s 
youth. 
 
Should you accept this invitation to serve, you will be entering one of the more interesting, 
challenging, and ultimately rewarding 27 months of your life. During this time you will learn the 
challenges of working within the culture of local institutions, focusing on long-term results, and 
the fact that not all youth will place business, employment or entrepreneurial skills into action. 
However, the skills obtained through the process of learning can change these young lives.  
With your contribution working alongside host country agencies, youth will improve self-
confidence, become more responsible, and learn planning skills that are vital to improving their 
current conditions. Key to your successful service will be incorporating the ability to take one 
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day at a time, while being patient and determined. Another key element is being open-minded 
and not setting predetermined expectations.   
 
I encourage you to read your assignment description carefully and fully consider if this is the 
right assignment for you.  If so, you are about to enter into a challenging, life-changing and 
rewarding 27 months of service and Colombia welcomes you warmly!   
 
Bienvenida and I look forward to meeting and working with you soon.  Please feel free to 
contact me at anytime, should you have any questions and/or concerns. 
  
Jonathan H. Drewry  
Director of Programs and Training  
jdrewry@peacecorps.gov 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:jdrewry@peacecorps.gov
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PEACE CORPS COLOMBIA HISTORY 
The Peace Corps began in Colombia in 1961 and gave technical support in different areas of 
need until 1981 when the program was suspended for security reasons.  During that time over 
4,500 Volunteers served in country. In 2009, after almost three decades, the Colombian 
Government invited Peace Corps to return to Colombia. The official agreement between Peace 
Corps and the Colombian government for a return to the country was signed in May 2010.  The 
first project solicited by the Colombian government in 2010 was Teaching English for 
Livelihoods (TEL). This project supports the Government of Colombia’s mission to have fully 
bilingual schools by 2019. The first groups of Peace Corps Volunteers arrived in September 2010 
and we have had over 150 Volunteers serve since that time.  In addition to TEL Volunteers, PC 
Colombia has had Peace Corps Response Volunteers in TEFL, and niche assignments in Food 
Security, Disaster Preparedness and Youth Development. 
 
In 2014 local and national interest in Peace Corps helped to initiate a new project focused on 
improving financial skills and economic opportunities for rural youth. In order to design this 
new CED project with a youth focus, Peace Corps Colombia invited ten Peace Corps Response 
Volunteers to assist in the development of this project from November 2015 to October 2016. 
Therefore you will make up this first group of two-year CED Volunteers to serve in Colombia 
starting in August 2016.    
    
Conditions in Colombia have improved greatly in the last 15 years in terms of safety and 
security, but Colombia continues to struggle with dramatic rates of poverty and inequality. 
According to CEPAL – Comision Economica para America Latina – 46% of all children live in 
absolute poverty and 17% are homeless, resulting in 63% of the country’s children without 
access to basic living conditions or a good education.  Even though the country has overcome 
many security and drug traffic related problems, thousands of families have been displaced 
with limited possibilities for employment.  
 
The current presidential administration in Colombia has placed rural economic development as 
one of the country’s top priorities for the coming years.  Although Colombia’s current economic 
situation is complex, the lack of employment opportunities for youth, low economic and 
financial management skills, and limited proven opportunities to develop employability skills 
are known factors contributing to the country’s low rate of development. A key factor for 
Colombia’s continued economic development is building the capacity of rural youth with 21st 
century business skills, making them more competitive in the local and global economies.    
 
Because of the above factors, Colombian youth are eager to improve their economic and 
financial education and gain entrepreneurial skills. Your arrival as a Peace Corps Volunteer in 
CED is a direct response to the expressed country need for stimulating youth to develop 
innovative means to promote rural economic development. You are being invited to join the 
Peace Corps Colombia team and work together with your fellow Volunteers and local agencies 
to address Colombia’s rural economic development goals. By strengthening the capacities of 
Colombian youth, you will help create a cadre of trained and capable individuals whose efforts 
will be far-reaching and sustainable. 
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YOUR PRIMARY DUTIES 

As a CED Volunteer you will be assigned by Peace Corps to a community with a population from 
approximately 10,000 to 60,000 individuals. The majority of sites are located in rural 
communities in the Departments of Bolivar, Atlántico, Magdalena and Guajira. These sites are 
typically no more than a five hour bus ride from the urban settings of Barranquilla, Cartagena, 
or Santa Marta.  You will likely be working closely with Department of Social Progress, Agency 
for Elimination of Extreme Poverty, National Agency for Vocational Training, and/or Secretariats 
of Economic Development. You will work in close partnership with Colombian economic 
extension agents, vocational/employability instructors, and with youth leaders.  
 
CED Volunteers are assigned to co-plan and co-teach entrepreneurship education courses in 
formal and non-formal environments in coordination with the National Agency for Vocational 
Training (SENA) and other partners. A vital part of this assignment is training the 
entrepreneurship teachers in the course material. Another crucial role is the development of 
youth entrepreneurship and employability skills with teachers from host country agencies. This 
is to ensure that the impact we make does not only reach current students, but also 
generations to come. You may also collaborate with other non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and community groups to reach additional youth populations.  
 
Recognizing that small businesses and cooperatives form an integral part of the nation’s 
economy Colombia’s CED Project will support interested small business owners and 
entrepreneurs to improve productivity and competitiveness. This will be done by motivating, 
inspiring, and assisting them in the development of their business plans as well as the 
application of sound business management techniques. The project will provide current and 
prospective small business owners and entrepreneurs with the knowledge and skills needed to 
take advantage of economic opportunities, secure employment, and generate income. 
 
The focus of the Volunteer’s work under this component of the project will be to transmit 
knowledge and develop the abilities and skills of business people and entrepreneurs wishing to 
improve their quality of life through the promotion of sustainable economic activities.   
 
A cross-cutting element the project hopes to boost is the establishment of strong linkages 
between the public, private, and university sectors in the community to provide opportunities 
for youth such as mentoring, internships, job placement, and scholarships.  Volunteers will be 
encouraged to work with their community to organize a career and/or college fair in their sites 
to increase awareness amongst the youth in the area.  
 
Therefore as an Economic and Entrepreneurship Educator, you will be assigned to: 
 
 A SENA community representative where you will work alongside the entrepreneurship 

educators (whom typically have little to no formal business knowledge) to co-plan, co-teach, 
and co-evaluate the entrepreneurship course. This may also be possible in high schools in 
your community. 
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 Guide and assist formal youth groups in the organization of business plan competitions to 

provide the students an opportunity to showcase their learned knowledge and skills.  
 

 Follow-up with students who have completed the entrepreneurship and employability 
courses to encourage them to start a new venture or find meaningful employment. 

 

 In addition to working in the schools, all Volunteers will be expected to identify small 
businesses or cooperatives in their communities to inspire and help them manage their 
businesses more efficiently.  

 
 Promote responsible business and personal money management. This will be accomplished 

through advising and training community members in topics such as investing and saving. 
Volunteers may also start community banks in your community to promote a culture of 
savings and provide affordable and secure loans to members.   

 

 Organize job shadowing, career and job fairs, and other activities to help students be more 
informed of their opportunities after graduating from high school.  

 
 Support the cross-cutting Peace Corps Colombia goals of improving sexual and reproductive 

health education and services for youth 
 
A small number of Volunteers will work with agricultural groups and other cooperatives in rural 
communities to help improve their management skills to make them more productive and 
profitable.   

 
With high dropout rates, a considerable percentage of Colombian youth are not within the 
vocational or formal school system.  Volunteers will also be expected to reach out-of school 
youth to include in the entrepreneurship education course. To reach out-of-school youth, you 
will be encouraged to integrate into or form a youth group in your site by incorporating youth’s 
interests such as sports leagues, art classes, or general extra-curricular activities.  
 
It is important to stress the fact that each site is very different and unique. Thus, although your 
goals will always remain the same, the activities that you implement to reach these goals will 
vary based on your community’s needs. The CED project is flexible, allowing you to incorporate 
your personal interests and teaching style to accomplish the established goals.  
 
A major part of your project will focus on capacity-building. You will be working alongside 
current youth vocational instructors to help them enhance their business teaching skills.  Within 
this context, you will be expected to follow the teaching approach used by your Colombian 
partners, meaning that you will ideally be co-teaching a lesson that you have planned together.  
You will also work together to develop materials and monitor and evaluate lessons and 
students. 
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The main activities that you will be involved in are as follows: 
 
1. Co-facilitate the entrepreneurship course and employability skills in your assigned 

community. The coursework includes the following topics: developing a business idea, 
creating a product or service, conducting a feasibility study, obtaining start-up capital, 
maintaining and operating a business, basic accounting, marketing, etc. Each class is 
structured so that the theory is followed by practice.  Once concepts are covered, the group  
is divided in small teams to select their idea/product and apply the concepts learned.  By 
the end of the year, each team creates a business and writes a business plan. The business 
plan is a large part of the course evaluation.  
 
At the end of the course, the business groups will take part in local and regional business 
competitions organized by Volunteers and their community partners. Those teams who win 
at the regional level will hopefully receive start-up capital to continue their business.   
 
Additional activities involve the promotion of positive values and attitudes compatible with 
personal and business success. A final component of this training relates to developing job-
related life skills (such as computer, public speaking, and interview skills) and helping youth 
find meaningful employment.  
 

2. Identify and work closely with small businesses and cooperatives to assist them with basic 
business and money management skills. This includes developing contacts with business 
owners, observing and discussing problems, and inspiring them to find viable solutions to 
improve their business practice.  During this process, Volunteers provide technical 
assistance in basic business management concepts such as the use of cash flow, accounting 
and inventory systems, establishing costs and price, marketing strategy, etc.  

 
3. As a means to promote income generation activities and deal with the widespread problem 

of the low-income individuals taking out high-interest loans, all CED Volunteers will be 
requested to  raise awareness on the importance of savings as a good financial 
management habits, and to provide an opportunity for participants to improve their 
personal finance skills.  

 
Volunteers working with individual farmers and cooperatives to encourage them to perform 
production cost and price analysis, identify market structures, organize networks, and 
marketing. Volunteers may also promote value added activities such as finding additional 
markets for residue from the cacao manufacturing process.  
 
All CED Volunteers are expected to work towards meeting the project’s goals and objectives, 
establish baseline measures, track handful of key indicators throughout service, report reguarly 
to project manager. Considering that this will be the first group of Volunteers working in CED in 
rural Colombia, you will also be expected to assist with the evaluation and improvement of the 
project plan and framework.    
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One of the exciting parts of your professional work is to participate in the Peace Corps 
monitoring, reporting, and evaluation (MRE) process. All Volunteers receive training on the 
Peace Corps MRE tracking and reporting system.  Each Volunteer regularly reports MRE 
information and this information are summarized to describe overall progress of the project. 
This important MRE system helps Peace Corps improve its programming and report its 
accomplishments. The opportunity to learn and practice professional monitoring and 
evaluation skills are one of the many skills gained from your Peace Corps service. 
 
Please also refer to the following websites and resoures to orient you on work-related 
information: 
 
The Colombia Joven Initiative: 
http://wsp.presidencia.gov.co/ColombiaJoven/estrategias/Paginas/colombia-joven-
emprende.aspx 
 
The Colombian Ministry of Work- National Service for Learning (Employability and 
Entrepreneurship) This site will introduce you to one of your primary counterpart organization 
and some of its programs and initiatives.  http://www.sena.edu.co/Paginas/Inicio.aspx 
 
Department of Social Prosperity http://www.dps.gov.co/portal/default.aspx 
 
Agency for the Alleviation of Extreme Poverty. http://www.anspe.gov.co/es 
 
The Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture: This institution has vast experience 
in the field of agriculture and particularly agribusiness. http://www.iica.int/  
 
It would also be useful for you to have a good grasp of the business consultancy cycle as well as 
familiarize yourself with the business planning process.  The Vest-Pocket Entrepreneur: 
Everything You  Need to Start and Run Your Own Business by David E. Rye is a helpful book that 
briefly touches upon each facet of business.  
 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR SECONDARY/ COMMUNITY PROJECTS 
Living in rural sites will afford you an excellent understanding of local culture and your 
community needs, and enable you to identify secondary activities.  All Volunteers find time for 
additional activities or projects outside of the scope of their more formal assignment. These 
could range from computer classes, science classes, service learning/volunteerism projects, 
health and nutritional classes, HIV/AIDS prevention, environmental education, small business 
development support, leadership trainings, theater, drama, and summer camps. 

 

WORKING CONDITIONS 
As a Trainee you will participate in 12 weeks of intensive language and technical training, which 
will prepare you with the technical tools to carry out your job assignment and enhance your 
CED knowledge. You will also be provided a rich orientation to Colombian culture that will help 

http://wsp.presidencia.gov.co/ColombiaJoven/estrategias/Paginas/colombia-joven-emprende.aspx
http://wsp.presidencia.gov.co/ColombiaJoven/estrategias/Paginas/colombia-joven-emprende.aspx
http://www.sena.edu.co/Paginas/Inicio.aspx
http://www.dps.gov.co/portal/default.aspx
http://www.anspe.gov.co/es
http://www.iica.int/
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you understand the diversity of the country and its people, and be useful for furthering your 
interactions in Spanish.  After PST your Project Manager and Programming and Training 
Specialists are available to support any technical or other challenges you face.   
 

Location of Job:  

Most CED Volunteers will be placed in communities best described as small- and medium-sized 
towns.  A limited number of sites will be in semi-urban and urban communities on the 
Caribbean coast.  The main Peace Corps office is located in Barranquilla, midway between 
Cartagena and Santa Marta about two hours by bus from either city.   
 
Given the security situation and to further promote integration with the community, 
Volunteers will be required to live with host families during their entire service. Under no 
circumstances will Volunteers be allowed to live on their own.  The families will be asked to 
provide a room that can be locked with a key, and that will have the basics of a bed, desk, chair 
and dresser/closet. The houses will have water and electricity, though during certain times of 
the year services may be intermittent. Volunteers will have access to the common areas:  
kitchen, laundry, living room, etc.  Volunteers will provide the families with a basic pre-
established stipend for lodging and negotiate the cost of food separately. The majority of the 
houses will have indoor bathrooms, though a few may have outdoor latrines.  
 
Most Volunteers are assigned to work with 3-4 counterparts in one community. You are 
allowed to use public transportation such as buses and taxis, and boats under certain 
conditions; however, the use of motorcycles is absolutely forbidden for PCVs.  
 
Working Hours:  
The role of a Peace Corps Volunteer is to live with a family and participate in school and 
community activities in a lifestyle similar to that of a local teacher. Unlike a teacher in the 
States, your work as a Peace Corps Volunteer does not end after school or on weekends.  You 
are expected to spend after school hours and most weekend days on CED activities, working 
with youth groups, supporting local community projects and just spending time with youth, 
neighbors and counterparts in your community, getting to know them, learning about their 
customs and culture and sharing information about your culture.  
 
Your primary work hours will be determined by project partners with whom you will be 
working.  You need to consider that you host country partners have significant demands on 
their time outside of the organization, including major family responsibilities and second jobs. 
You will therefore need to be understanding and flexible and accommodate your schedule to 
work with them. 
 
You will be expected to work with youth and other community members on various community 
development initiatives. You may also take advantage of these times to organize more formal 
teacher training activities for vocational/entrepreneurship teachers from your community and 
perhaps surrounding communities as well. While most host country agencies and non-
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governmental organizations (NGOs) tend to keep regular Monday - Friday schedules, times to 
meet and work with partners will vary based on their availability. Again, flexibility is important. 
 
Cultural Attitudes and Customs in the Workplace:  

To succeed in your job, the ability to form strong relationships is key. You will find that as you 
gain your colleagues' trust, your working relationships will also be enhanced. You should make 
it a priority to spend time establishing positive relationships with your partners. There is a 
delicate balance between initiating activities and gaining counterpart trust by a more 
collaborative approach. Many Volunteers have found it helpful to start some initial activities in 
their communities to demonstrate their capacities as a way to gain trust.  Volunteers who focus 
on building strong relationships from the beginning soon realize that this is a key factor to their 
success. 
 
Community development workers, trainers, and teachers hold a place of respect in all 
communities. In your position working directly with institutes and vocational training schools, 
you will be afforded this as well. However, with respect comes a great deal of responsibility. 
You will be seen as a role model in the larger community. As such it will be important to model 
good personal values, attitudes, and habits. Promoting the adoption of positive attitudes and 
values is one of the goals of working with youth.  
 
This aspect of "living in a fish bowl 24/7" has stresses and rewards.  You are constantly visible 
and the topic of community conversation.  Unlike an educator in the States, you cannot go 
home to an anonymous living situation. In fact, you may never again be so well known. You will 
likely be greeted continually on the street wherever you go as "Profe".   
 
You will find that the roles of men and women, and particularly the attitudes toward women, 
are different to what you may be accustomed to in the United States. To be successful, it will be 
important to live within and respect the local cultural attitudes and customs. This does not 
imply taking on all characteristics of a culture, but being respectful of local leaders, institutions, 
and customs. As you learn more about your community's customs, you will find them more 
open towards working with you.   
 
Dress Code:  
Much more than in the United States, the way you dress in Colombia is very important.  Proper 
dress can help you establish your credibility as a professional, and it reflects your respect for 
the local customs and expectations of the people with whom you live and work.  Colombians 
dress very neatly and take great pride in looking nice in public and at social affairs. 
Inappropriate dress, like inappropriate behavior, is something that can set a Volunteer 
unnecessarily apart from his or her community. 
 
In general, the best guideline is to dress as Colombian teachers do.  Colombians dress 
professionally casual: neat, clean, and ironed. It is suggested that you bring casual professional 
attire for all venues when you are working. Many of the Colombian partners will be female. 
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They wear knee length skirts or nice slacks to work. Some may ride bicycles and/or walk to their 
schools, but they almost always look neat and proper.  
 
Please consider the importance of dress when packing. Appropriate attire can include cotton 
pants (nice khakis are appropriate), neat blue-jeans (dark and not bleached out, or ripped) are 
acceptable but can be hot in this weather, nice cotton shirts and/or blouses (not T-shirts).  
Female Volunteers may choose to wear more cotton skirts (not mini length), slacks or Capri 
pants more than they would in the States due to the heat.  
 
Neither shorts nor faded t-shirts are appropriate for male or female Volunteers in the 
workplace. Dresses or shirts that are tight or spaghetti-strap tank tops are also not appropriate 
work attire.  Comfortable walking shoes or dressy sandals (not sports sandals) are suitable.  
 
Males rarely wear beards. Male volunteers are expected to follow this norm by keeping any 
facial hair trimmed and tidy.   A scruffy goatee or beard tends to denote a backpacker, a tourist 
and as such not a professional. 
 
Visible body-piercings are not permitted for Trainees, nor are they appropriate at partner 
agencies; neither earrings nor ponytails are permitted for men during service. This is especially 
important during training, when traveling outside of your community and during the initial 
months of service until community members get to know you. 
 
Additional Resources:  

As a Volunteer you are encouraged to utilize the resources available in or near your community. 
These include your counterparts, local schools, community organizations, and NGOs. You also 
have your fellow CED Volunteers and their combined experience with counterparts. Again, your 
service is what you make of it, and we rely on your ability to tap into all available resources, 
especially those at your site, in order to be successful. Your community will likely have sporadic 
internet and cell phone access, but keep in mind that you will be within 3-4 hours from a large 
urban city. The cost of internet service and transportation is budgeted within your living 
allowance.    
 
As you research Colombia prior to arrival, you might like to review the following websites 
and/or documents: 
 

The Latin American Information Network Center (LANIC) from the University of Texas is 
a very thorough resource on all of Latin America.  It also organizes by country links to a 
variety of websites on multiple topics.  http://lanic.utexas.edu/la/colombia 
 
Colombia Calling is a great resource for those interested in Colombia culture, politics, food, etc. 
http://www.richardmccoll.com/colombia-calling/ 

 
The official Peace Corps web site makes available a number of electronic resources that we 
frequently use here at post. It is suggested that you review the following documents/resources 

http://lanic.utexas.edu/la/colombia
http://www.richardmccoll.com/colombia-calling/
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for a more comprehensive understanding of a variety of topics that will be relevant to your 
future job as a CED Educator & Trainer.  
 
In the online digital library for technical and training materials, 
(http://collection.peacecorps.gov/cdm/landingpage/collection/p15105coll3) you can search for the 
following manuals or reviews: 
 

Gender and Development Training Manual 
Gender and Development takes into account the roles, rights, responsibilities, and 
priorities of both men and women in order to achieve sustainable development goals. 
The booklets in this series present a comprehensive program for integrating gender and 
development into training at all levels of a community or organization.  
 
The Exchange 
The Exchange is a women in development and gender and development (WID/GAD) 
newsletter published by the Peace Corps for all Peace Corps Volunteers, trainees, and 
staff.  Stories, activity ideas, and photographs are submitted by Volunteers worldwide, 
and follow a different theme for each volume. Views expressed in The Exchange are 
those of the individual writers and do not necessarily represent the official position of 
the Peace Corps. 

 
Roles of the Volunteer in Development 
This publication contains seven booklets, all of which help maximize Peace Corps 
Volunteers' effectiveness by addressing a different aspect of the capacity-building roles 
that Volunteers play. Each booklet has a chart delineating the knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes needed for the role described; background readings; and activities designed to 
increase Volunteers' competence in that capacity.  The booklets can be used in self-
study or in conjunction with a trainer or other training materials. 
 
Explore the other documents available in this section of the website. There are 
numerous resources that will help you with technical topics, language acquisition, and 
cross-cultural adaptation. 

 

TRAINING FOR YOUR JOB 

Upon arrival in Barranquilla, all Trainees participate in a 3-day arrival retreat. Here you will 
meet Peace Corps staff and Volunteers from other PC projects and receive detailed information 
on the content and methodology of Pre-Service Training (PST), in addition to orientations to 
administrative, medical, and language topics. PST will consist of 12 weeks of intensive in-
country training in four major areas: language (Spanish), technical job orientation, cross-
cultural adaptation, and Volunteer health and safety. Training will be around the town of Santo 
Tomas approximately 30 miles south of Barranquilla.  Please keep in mind that PST will be 
intense and there will be limited opportunities for utilizing internet and touching base with 
friends and family in the states.  

http://collection.peacecorps.gov/cdm/landingpage/collection/p15105coll3
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Pre-service training is meant to give all Trainees, regardless of their previous academic or 
technical expertise, an opportunity to learn how to implement their assignments within the 
context of Colombian culture.  PST technical sessions include lots of hands-on and self-directed 
learning activities.   
 
In addition, throughout your service you will attend training events which will hone your 
language and technical skills, provide you the opportunity to share experiences with your 
Colombian counterparts.  
 
Although language training is provided in Colombia, you are strongly encouraged to initiate 
Spanish language studies before your departure.  The Peace Corps Colombia Training Manager 
will suggest additional resources that will enable you to increase your Spanish levels prior to 
departure.  
 
The goal of technical training is not to turn you into a CED expert, but learn basic techniques 
that will enable you to understand the needs of your community and be able to effectively 
initiate your work. You can expect your sessions to be participatory, dynamic, and require a 
good deal of self-guided study.   
 
Although you have been invited to be a Peace Corps Trainee, you must still qualify for Peace 
Corps service. During the 12 weeks of Pre-Service Training (PST) you must demonstrate your 
qualifications: language, technical, cross-cultural, emotional maturity, adaptability and 
demonstrated commitment to service, to be sworn-in as a Peace Corps Volunteer. Our goal is to 
provide training and support to prepare all Trainees for Peace Corps service, but you ultimately 
must qualify. 
 
Throughout Pre-Service Training you are encouraged to continue to examine your personal 
motivation for joining Peace Corps, your level of dedication, and commitment. Therefore, when 
you swear-in as a Peace Corps Volunteer, you are making an informed and serious commitment 
which will sustain you through two years of service.  
 

SAFETY AND SECURITY CONSIDERATIONS 

Living and working as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Colombia means that you will have to follow 
stricter guidelines than Volunteers in other countries.  Our work is focused on the North 
Atlantic coast where the security situation is stable and deemed safe for our presence.  
Nevertheless, some parts of Colombia continue to be “off-limits” to Volunteer travel.  Given the 
special security situation, there are limitations to where the Volunteer can travel in Colombia.  
For all travel within Colombia, you need Country Director approval, who will consult with 
Embassy Security Officials. Furthermore, outside of major cities within the departments of 
Bolivar, Atlántico and Magdalena, airline is the only means of travel that has been approved, 
which will have an impact on your personal budget.  Locally, you will live with a host family for 
your entire service.  There will also be added focus in training on safety and security.   
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LIVING CONDITIONS 
 
As stated before, Colombia CED Volunteers are required to live with a family in training and 
then their permanent community during the entire service. The family is chosen with the help 
of community partners and through the evaluation of Peace Corps staff prior to your arrival. 
Living with a family is the norm in Colombia, even for adult professionals, until they are married 
and have a family of their own.  Given the safety and security conditions, living with a family 
will increase your safety, credibility and community acceptance.    
 
A Peace Corps Volunteer’s living allowance is around $400 per month.  Peace Corps Volunteers 
are expected to live on this living allowance and adopt a lifestyle similar to that of a local 
community member.   
 
Most Volunteer houses are made of brick or concrete walls, with a corrugated tin or flat brick 
roof, wooden doors, and windows. Many will have bars on the windows and barred doors 
covering the wooden entrance doors. Most houses will have indoor bathrooms and showers 
though there will be few with hot water. The majority of houses also have potable water. All 
sites will have electricity, though during certain times of year, electricity and water may be 
intermittent. Trainees will also be provided a basic PC cell phone that they will be responsible 
for recharging with credit.  When sworn-in as Volunteers, you are provided a cell phone that is 
a part of the PC cell phone plan. 
 
You may choose to eat with your host family, supplement family meals with additional grocery 
items (such as carrots, potatoes or cereal), or prepare your own food in your family's kitchen. 
The local diet usually consists of fish/beef/poultry two times a day, supplemented with bollitos 
or arepas and vegetables. Rice is often eaten with lunch and dinner. Eggs are common protein 
supplements included in breakfast. Fresh juice is usually served in the morning, although coffee 
may be the rule in many families.   
 
Vegetarian Volunteers should be prepared to make some adaptations and encounter some 
challenges. Technically, much of the local diet is vegetarian (see above), but the concept of a 
total vegetarian diet is foreign to most, and the idea that vegetarian means you do not want 
animal fat, or meat broth in your beans is challenging. Vegetarian Volunteers will find 
challenges in meeting their dietary needs and will need to be adaptable to find ways to 
supplement the local diet without offending family and community members.   
 
Volunteers will find grocery stores, restaurants and cyber cafes in major cities.  While you will 
be able to find pretty much any food item and merchandise that you need, please keep in mind 
that living on a Volunteer allowance may be frustrating for you, as it is for your fellow teachers 
and community members, when you constantly see items that you cannot afford.   

 

 



  

Volunteer Assignment Description Page 16 of 18 

Peace Corps Colombia 

 

POTENTIAL CHALLENGES & REWARDS  

Please reference the Welcome Book for more detailed information regarding diversity and 

cross-cultural issues, and safety and security in the Peace Corps. 

 
Volunteers generally receive a warm welcome and are readily accepted into their communities. 
However, for many Volunteers, the constant answering of personal questions, the lack of 
privacy, being considered a rich foreigner and the need to be constantly aware of different 
social mores can be real challenges. Being a novelty in the community, you will often be the 
subject of considerable gossip. You are likely to become the local equivalent of the soap opera 
star.  
 
You will confront additional challenges associated with facilitating change in a cultural setting 
where time is viewed differently than in the United States. It can be difficult to enter into these 
situations where you have no financial resources, but may be seen as a "rich foreigner." Your 
community education activities might not be seen as "valuable" as monetary donations or 
larger infrastructure projects. 
 
A challenge that many Volunteers face during their first few months is acquiring sufficient 
Spanish language skills to feel comfortable in their work and social lives.  In order to swear-in as 
a Volunteer you will be expected to meet an intermediate level of Spanish. Although many 
Volunteers fear not learning Spanish quickly enough, the vast majority enter their communities 
after training feeling confident and continue to improve skills during their time in country.   
 
Be ready for a change in the climate from most parts of the United States. You will have the 
chance to sweat profusely in the coastal cities or maybe adapt to the local temperature, where 
75 degrees is considered "cold" during the windier dry summer months.  Although at first the 
heat can be a challenge, most Volunteers acclimatize fairly quickly. The temperatures on the 
coast vary little and are generally hot and humid year round with average temperatures around 
85 degrees. 
 
When working with community members, you do need to keep in mind that they already bring 
experiences, skills and knowledge with them prior to your arrival. They are looking to enhance 
these skills and how you approach them as professionals will impact your success. 
 
To achieve rewards you will need to be patient, flexible, persistent, creative, and optimistic. Do 
not expect to transform youth projects overnight. Focus on supporting individual teachers, 
students, and community leaders. Help them gain the tools they need to improve their lives, 
help their families, and shape their communities. There is no greater reward than to teach 
someone what you have learned and to watch them apply and share their new knowledge with 
others. 
 
Overall, Colombia is a very pleasant and beautiful place to live. The Colombian people are 
extremely warm and welcoming. You will likely be astounded by people who have so little and 
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yet are willing to share what little they have with you. The challenges you face - of which there 
will be many - will cause you to utilize all that you have within you to overcome the difficulty 
and enjoy the small but meaningful successes and life changing friendships that only Peace 
Corps service can provide. The “Bridge of Trust” takes time to build, so you will need to be 
patient and work diligently. 
 

COMMENTS FROM VOLUNTEERS  
Congratulations! Your commitment to serve in the Peace Corps in Colombia has been 
confirmed. Your life is officially about to change. One of the most powerful parts of the Peace 
Corps is the fact that your 2-year service affects not only yourself but many Colombians as 
well.  Your experience from here on out will be what you make of it and you will be tested, but 
as we know with personal struggle comes priceless rewards. Your Peace Corps Journey is about 
to start, your story is about to begin; you are the author.  
 
I came into the Peace Corps with a limited Spanish background, I had never traveled outside of 
the United States, and I had never eaten culturally diverse food. But what I did have was a 
positive attitude, and that has taken me to great heights in my Peace Corps service. I am 
currently a Volunteer near Santa Marta, a beautiful coastal city with incredible beaches and 
aired mountains. I live up in the Sierra Nevada's in a small coffee-cultivating town. I am living 
with three grandmothers in a house on the river. Living with a host family has been incredible in 
the fact that you becoming culturally fluent. As you find out your future host families you will 
be tested in ways that you can't prepare for, with that being said, set boundaries early and be 
honest! They want to be a part of your life in Colombia and at the end of the day it is so nice to 
have family support.  
 
I teach in a school of 150 students and work with a counterpart to help structure, sustain, and 
develop the English program in my school. I love my job as it is filled with new challenges. 
Working in a Colombian school can at times be hectic, as there lacks structure, but your ability 
to truly shape your student’s future as a teacher, role model, and as a friend is remarkable. You 
will leave your school having shaped the lives of students, and what more could a fellow human 
ask for. Being an educator allows you to educate students on a plethora of levels. With this you 
will be much more to your community than a teacher.   
 
Your Peace Corps experience will be determined by the actions that you choose to take through 
success and failure, and yes there will be plenty of failure. In my opinion the best volunteers are 
those that are able to plan and reflect. Your reflection process is just as instrumental as your 
planning, inside and outside of the classroom! I challenge you to step off the plane with the 
anticipation of failure as well as success and the ability to become an ambassador to the 
Colombian people. Again, Bienvenidos al equipo Colombiano and be prepared to learn more 
about what you as a future volunteer are truly capable of doing!  
 
TEL Volunteer, CII-4 
2012-2015 
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Bienvenidos a Peace Corps Colombia! There's no doubt about it--your service on the Colombian 
coast is going to be life-changing, challenging and rewarding. Prepare to grow personally and 
professionally, dive into a new culture with local slang and customs, and to connect with some 
of the warmest, most enjoyable people in the world. Oh, and get ready to dance a lot! 
 
Our post has a lot of diversity among assignments, from primary schools to vocational classes, a 
few urban sites and many small-town placements. But all sites share the same opportunities to 
integrate into a community and benefit from the close relationships and rich interactions 
available. 
 
Coastal Colombians are consistently friendly, hospitable and endlessly curious about the 
newcomers--be prepared to be invited to eat copious amounts of food and pass hours on end 
just sitting on the porch, sharing stories and greeting passersby. 
 
Ultimately, your service is what you make it, from the most breathtaking successes and the 
most frustrating failures. Remember, you are valuable as a professional, as an ambassador of 
the United States, and as an individual who will grow and learn so much alongside his or her 
Colombian friends and counterparts. In the end, the key to success here is building strong 
relationships, and embracing the whole journey. 
 
Welcome to PCC and welcome to your new adventure! 
 
 
A CII-5 
2013-2015 


