PEACE CORPS KOREA

Peace Corps Korea: A Brief History
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On March 1, 1961 President Kennedy established the Peace Corps with three goals designed to promote world
peace and friendship: Helping the people of interested countries in meeting their need for trained men and
women; helping to promote a better understanding of Americans on the part of the peoples served; and, helping
to promote a better understanding of other peoples on the part of Americans.
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The first Peace Corps volunteers arrived in Korea in 1966. Over the course of the next 15 years, approximately
2,000 Americans came to Korea to share knowledge, skills and experiences in a wide variety of programs and
projects. Peace Corps volunteers universally report that they received much more from their hosts than what
they gave in their service — this was no less true in Korea.
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Peace Corps volunteers who served in Korea were provided with several weeks of Korean language instruction
and cultural awareness as well as project specific training. While the volunteers brought the basic skills needed
for their assignment, their training stressed methods to effectively share that knowledge with their Korean co-
workers and the people they came to serve. Initially training was held in Hawaii and New Mexico; however, very
quickly, Peace Corps learned that it was more effective to provide country specific orientation and training in-
country so that instructions could be immediately applied. Any success Peace Corps volunteers had in Korea
would not have been possible without thousands of dedicated Korean staff that guided and inspired the
volunteers in their service.
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PEACE CORPSKOREA  The volunteers were assigned in a variety of projects during Peace Corps’ 15 year history in
Korea. More than half the volunteers served as English teachers working under the Ministry of Education. They
were assigned to universities in teacher training programs as well as teachers of English as a Second Language in
Middle and High Schools in every part of the country. During school breaks volunteers would conduct teaching
training workshops for their Korean counterparts in each of the provincial capitals.
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Teaching assignments were not limited to English. Volunteers were also involved in adult education, tourism,
rural youth guidance (4-H) programs, special needs education, forestry, vocational training and more.
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Peace Corps Korea also provided volunteers whose programs were focused in areas of public health. Projects
included tuberculosis control, maternal child health, Hansen’s Disease (leprosy), physical therapy, laboratory
technicians and more. Volunteers served in Myeons, Guns as well as the provincial levels and at the Ministry of
Health and Social Affairs.
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Peace Corps Headquarters made the decision to end its program in Korea in 1981. This decision was the result of
reduced budget appropriations by the U.S. Congress and Korea’s relative success in its economic development
accomplishments.
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Volunteers went on to make their mark in the world following their service in Korea as U.S. Ambassadors, medical
doctors, superintendents of public schools, highly acclaimed educators, senior U.S. government officials as well as
simply returning to the U.S. as better informed citizens of the world.
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In 2008, the Republic of Korea initiated a program to provide former Peace Corps volunteers
and their family members the opportunity of participating in a “Revisit Program”; out of the
139 countries the Peace Corps has served in; Korea is the only country to offer such a program.
This program was funded by the Republic of Korea through the Korea Foundation which
partnered with the Friends of Korea, an organization established by former Peace Corps Korea
volunteers and staff dedicated to fostering cultural awareness and friendship between
Americans and Koreans. Nearly 400 of the almost 2,000 former volunteers have participated in the Revisit
Program paying their own transportation to Korea. Upon arrival in Seoul the Korea Foundation provided a week
of fully paid activities that include Ministry briefings, cultural activities as well as site visits to the villages and
towns where the volunteers served so many years ago.
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Today, if you were to ask Peace Corps volunteer who served in Korea how well they achieved the three goals of
the Peace Corps, most would say that they are not completely sure how they did with the first goal, but most
believe that they did quite well with the second and third goals.
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And they continue to accomplish the second and third goals. Examples of continuing to work on these goals
include: the Korea Revisit Program and an active Facebook Group with over 450 members, including former
volunteers, Peace Corps Korea staff members, language instructors, and many of the co-workers the volunteers
worked with 32-47 years ago. In addition, there is an active Peace Corps Korea alumni organization, Friends of
Korea, which is actively engaged in a number of outreach activities with other organizations such as the Korea
Foundation, the Korea International Cooperation Agency, and the Korea Economic Institute. Friends of Korea has
an active Facebook page, as well as a vibrant website that features an array of information about Korea-related
events happening around the US and elsewhere.
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To learn more about Friends of Korea and how you can partner with them, visit www.friendsofkorea.net.
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