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Abstract
For the first time in the history of global education goals, the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Target 4c specified the increase of qualified teachers 
as a means to achieve important educational outcomes. Target 4c also identified 
international cooperation as an important lever to increase the supply of qualified 
teachers in low-income countries. But what is the evidence that international 
cooperation can be an effective strategy to increase the supply of qualified teachers 
in such contexts? We explore this question by examining the educational work of 
the United States Peace Corps, which has supported teacher quality improvement 
in over 100 countries. We examine the Peace Corps’ philosophy and approach to 
educational improvement, the Peace Corps’ efforts to improve teacher quality in 
low income countries, and evidence of the impact of the Peace Corps’ work on the 
supply of qualified teachers in the countries where it works. Finally, we discuss 
important implications and lessons learned from the Peace Corps experience to 
strengthen the positive impact of international cooperation on teacher quality 
improvement in developing contexts.
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Introduction

The United Nations’ 2015 Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 marked a 
watershed moment in the evolution of global educational goals. Relative to the preceding 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Education for All (EFA) goals, SDG 4 
substantially expanded the scope of educational objectives. For example, SDG 4 calls 
for the expansion of educational opportunity to secondary and tertiary education and 
demands that educational provision reach beyond access and quality to attend to relevance 
(UNESCO, 2016). Further, SDG 4 included three “means of implementing” (MoIs) its 
seven outcome or core targets. These MoIs—which include targets related to education 
facilities and learning environments, scholarships for higher education, and enhancement 
of teacher quality—delineate guidelines for not only what should be accomplished, but 
how.

Like SDG 4 itself, SDG Target 4.c represents a breakthrough in the scope, reach, 
and specificity of educational goals. This target demands that nations "substantially 
increase the supply of qualified teachers, including through international cooperation for 
teacher training in developing countries, especially least developed countries and small 
island developing States" (UNESCO, 2015, p. 21, Target 4.c). For the first time in the 
history of global education goals, Target 4.c specified the increase of qualified teachers as 
a means to achieve key educational objectives. Further, Target 4.c identified international 
cooperation as an important lever to increase the supply of qualified teachers in low-
income countries. Although Target 4.c’s explicit attention to qualified teachers was new, 
it rests on a solid foundation of empirical research on teacher quality and its relationship 
with student outcomes (e.g., Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). But what is the evidence 
that international cooperation can be an effective strategy to increase the supply of 
qualified teachers in low-income countries? Here the evidence base is more limited.

To shed light on the question of how international cooperation might influence—
either positively or negatively—the supply of qualified teachers in low-income settings, 
we explore evidence from one of the oldest examples of international cooperation 
in education: the United States Peace Corps, which for 60 years has supported the 
improvement of teacher quality in over 100 countries. Specifically, we draw on eight 
Peace Corps impact studies to examine three research questions related to the impact of 
Peace Corps on education in the countries where it has worked:

1.	 What is the impact of Peace Corps projects on general education quality?
2.	 What is the impact of Peace Corps projects on teaching quality?
3.	 What is the impact of Peace Corps projects on the supply of qualified teachers?
Although SDG Target 4.c identifies the supply of qualified teachers as its primary 

focus, we differentiate between teaching quality and the supply of qualified teachers. 
The two are clearly related, but Question #2 refers to improvements in the ability of the 
existing teacher labor force, whereas Question #3 speaks more broadly to the composition 
and preparation of the teacher workforce in a given country. Although each is important, 
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increases in the supply of qualified teachers may lead to broader and longer-term 
improvements in educational quality.

In the section that follows, we review literature related to global educational goals, 
the importance of teaching and teacher quality, and international cooperation as a means 
to increase educational quality. We then provide a brief overview of the Peace Corps’ 
history, philosophy, and approach to educational improvement. To assess the impact of 
the Peace Corps’ educational improvement efforts on the supply of qualified teachers in 
low- and middle-income countries, we review eight educational project impact studies, 
in which we seek to answer the three research questions listed above. Finally, we discuss 
implications and lessons learned from the Peace Corps experience to avoid unintended 
consequences and strengthen the positive impact of international cooperation on teacher 
quality improvement in developing contexts.

Background

Global Education Goals and the SDGs

The establishment of the 2015 SDGs followed a 25-year history of global 
goal setting in education. In 1990, representatives of 155 governments and 150 non-
governmental organizations met at the World Congress on Education for All (EFA) in 
Jomtien, Thailand to forge a plan to ensure global access to primary school and massively 
reduce illiteracy by the year 2000. After falling far short of these ambitious goals, 
educational leaders from across the globe met in Dakar, Senegal in 2000 to establish 
six Education for All (EFA) goals focused on improving educational access and quality 
by 2015. Although the accomplishment of Universal Primary Education (UPE) is most 
often associated with the EFA goals, these goals also called for improvements in early 
childhood care and education, youth and adult skills for the labor market, adult literacy, 
gender parity and equality, and quality of education (UNESCO, 2002).

In addition to the six EFA goals articulated in Dakar, the members of the United 
Nations established eight Millennium Development Goals conceived with the goal of 
halving world poverty by 2015. Two of these MDGs overlapped directly with the EFA 
Goals—MDG 2, “Achieve universal primary education” and MDG 3, “Promote gender 
equality and empower women.” Although the goal of UPE was characterized as “pathetic” 
(Sperling, 2006) due to the limitations of aiming only for primary school and waiting 15 
years to do so, much of the world fell far short of achieving this target by 2015 (UNESCO, 
2016).

In 2015, education leaders from 160 countries met at the World Education Forum in 
Incheon, South Korea to articulate new educational goals which would be formalized as 
SDG 4 when the United Nations approved the SDGs at the UN Sustainable Development 
Summit later that year. The SDGs combined broad development and environmental goals 
with specific educational goals. Although only one of the 17 SDGs is explicitly devoted 
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to education, many of the SDGs contain targets related to education. Additionally, SDG 
4 contains seven core outcome targets and three means of implementing the targets. Most 
significantly for our work, the SDGs, for the first time in the history of global education 
goals, identified the supply of qualified teachers as a measurable goal with a target 
completion date, in the form of SDG Target 4.c (UNESCO, 2016).

Importance of Teacher Quality

Of course, teachers had been a major theme of the global campaign to achieve 
the EFA goals. In fact, UNESCO devoted its 2013-2014 Global Monitoring Report to 
teaching and learning as a means to achieve quality education for all (UNESCO, 2014). 
This report identified teachers as a key input into the learning process, arguing that “an 
education system is only as good as its teachers” (UNESCO, 2014, p. 3). Further, the 
2013/2014 GMR presented four strategies to ensure that all children have the best possible 
teachers: (1) selection of the “right teachers” to reflect the diversity of their students; (2) 
train teachers to support the “weakest learners”; (3) allocate the highest quality teachers to 
the most challenging regions and schools; and (4) provide teachers with proper incentives 
to remain in the profession and ensure that all children—regardless of circumstances—are 
learning (UNESCO, 2014, p. 3).

Given UNESCO’s earlier emphasis on teacher quality as a means to achieve access 
and quality in education, it was not surprising that teachers were brought front and center 
into SDG 4. As described above, SDG Target 4.c called specifically for increasing the 
supply of qualified teachers in national education systems as a means to achieve the core 
SDG 4 outcome goals. To support the measurement and achievement of these goals, 
Target 4.c was accompanied by seven indicators measuring (a) the availability of qualified 
and trained teachers, (b) teacher motivation, and (c) support for in-service teacher 
education. Target 4.c and its associated indicators are as follows:

•	 Target 4.c By 2030, substantially increase the supply of qualified teachers, 
including through international cooperation for teacher training in developing 
countries, especially least developed countries and small island developing 
States.

•	 4.c.1	 Proportion of teachers in: (a) pre-primary education; (b) primary 
education; (c) lower secondary education; and (d) upper secondary education 
who have received at least the minimum organized teacher training (e.g., 
pedagogical training) pre-service or in-service required for teaching at the 
relevant level in a given country, by sex.

•	 4.c.2	 Pupil-trained teacher ratio by education level
•	 4.c.3	 Percentage of teachers qualified according to national standards by 

education level and type of institution
•	 4.c.4	 Pupil-qualified teacher ratio by education level
•	 4.c.5	 Average teacher salary relative to other professions requiring a 
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comparable level of qualification
•	 4.c.6	 Teacher attrition rate by education level
•	 4.c.7	 Percentage of teachers who received in-service training in the last 12 

months by type of training (UNESCO, 2018).
Of these seven indicators, only Indicator 4.c.1 was deemed a “global indicator,” or 

one of a “group of leading indicators to provide an overview of progress towards each 
target” (UNESCO, 2018, p. 8). Ironically, this indicator is somewhat misaligned with Target 
4.c, which refers to qualified, rather than trained teachers. This is more than a semantic 
distinction. The term “qualified teacher” refers to teachers who meet a set of standards to 
work as teachers in a given education system, and could include the satisfaction of initial 
education requirements, assessment of knowledge of the subject they teach or pedagogical 
techniques, or the successful completion of performance assessments. In contrast, “trained 
teacher” refers simply to receiving training “required for teaching” at a specific level 
of education, and could include either pre-service training received before entering the 
classroom or in-service training given once a teacher is working in the classroom. In other 
words, the measurement of qualified teachers encompasses a broader set of qualifications 
that likely include but are not limited to pre- or in-service training.

The disconnect between qualified and trained teachers in the SDG Target 4 indicators 
illustrates a central question in the empirical literature related to teacher quality: what 
makes for a good teacher? Teachers are clearly a key ingredient in students’ academic 
success, but it is not clear which measurable characteristics of teachers contribute to 
student learning gains (Goldhaber, 2002). For example, despite a vast literature attempting 
to link teacher characteristics to student outcomes, the empirical link between student 
achievement and teacher attributes like education, certification, training, and experience 
remains tenuous (Strong, 2011).

If it is not clear which attributes or qualifications matter for students’ academic 
success, why is the distinction between qualified and trained teachers important 
to consider? The question of qualified teachers—those who meet local or national 
requirements to work as teachers—vs. trained teachers—those who have received 
required in—or pre-service training—is important because it speaks to the longevity 
and sustainability of educational reform efforts. Whereas the number or proportion of 
qualified teachers indicates the status and composition of the teacher labor market, the 
number of trained teachers may speak to shorter term needs based on teacher shortages. In 
the context of lower-income countries, this distinction could also relate to the difference 
between civil servant career teachers, and “contract teachers,” who work on specific, 
short-term contracts, often with much lower salaries and few benefits (Chudgar, Chandra, 
& Razzaque, 2014). In such cases, contract teachers may be trained to work in a certain 
grade level or classroom, but they are not necessarily qualified to work in that classroom.

Given the important difference between qualified and trained teachers, in our 
analysis of Peace Corps education projects below, we examine the impact of these 
projects on both the number or proportion of qualified teachers and the teaching ability of 
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current teachers. In the first case, we assess the extent to which the project influences the 
composition of the teacher workforce, by for example recruiting, retaining, or certifying 
more teachers. Alternatively, if projects induce teachers to leave the profession to work in 
other fields, this could result in a negative impact on the teacher workforce. In examining 
the impact of projects on teaching quality, we are primarily interested in whether these 
projects have any influence on the teaching ability of the current teacher labor force. 
Although it is important, this impact may be less sustainable than broader influences on 
who goes into or stays in teaching.

International Cooperation in Education

According to Williams (2017), international cooperation in education includes “(1) 
the institutions and architecture of international organizations; (2) development assistance, 
which is closely related; and (3) international agreements to promote education and 
other development goals” (p. 1). Williams (2017) argues that, given a “100-year gap” 
in educational access and outcomes between industrialized nations and the developing 
world, achieving the goal of universal enrollment and learning will require “efforts on the 
part of national governments and international cooperation on the part of all nations of the 
world” (p. 1).

Although “South-South” international cooperation among lower-income countries 
has become increasingly prominent in educational development practice and research 
(Chisholm & Steiner-Khamsi, 2009), here we focus on traditional “North-South” 
relationships and the international cooperation mechanism of development assistance 
or aid. Such aid can take the form of technical or financial assistance to governments 
from UN agencies, bilateral or multilateral development agencies, or non-governmental 
agencies (Williams, 2017). Despite its apparent need, development assistance in education 
has had mixed results and has been criticized for various reasons. For example, in a 
review of literature related to foreign development aid in education, Riddell and Niño-
Zarazúa (2016) argue there is a “considerable gap between what aid does and what it 
could potentially achieve, especially in relation to its contribution to improvements in 
educational quality” (p. 23). One key problem the authors identify is the tendency of 
aid agencies and actors to focus on short-term goals, such as increased enrollment, at 
the expense of longer-term sustainability. As a result, “development agencies which 
focus only on demonstrable short-term impact may well be contributing, unwittingly, 
to an undermining of long-term impact on the education systems and their deepening 
development, to whose progress they are trying to contribute” (p. 23).

Chapman and Quijada’s (2009) analysis of educational projects conducted by the 
US Agency for International Development (USAID) sheds some light on why educational 
assistance projects may focus on short-term or measurable objectives at the expense 
of longer-term objectives. Based on their analysis, the authors concluded that although 
USAID projects made “important contributions to improving student access, retention, 
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and learning...more attention was given to tracking the extent that clients were satisfied 
and system-level inputs were delivered than in assessing projects accomplishments 
against stated goals” (p. 268). A focus on client satisfaction is not surprising if we note 
Chapman and Quijada’s point that in addition to the technical purpose of improving 
educational access or quality, USAID projects have a political purpose, which is “to build 
goodwill and promote U.S. strategic interests” (p. 277). Further, “the balance between 
political and technical purposes differs across countries, and within countries over time” (p. 
277), which may help to explain why projects seemingly designed to achieve a particular 
technical objective may not necessarily lead directly to technical success. However, 
impact evaluations may not acknowledge the implicit political objectives embedded 
within specific projects, leaving one with the possibly misleading conclusion that the 
project failed to achieve its objectives.

Peace Corps and Teacher Cooperation

Although the Peace Corps is not typically included in discussions or research related 
to international cooperation in education, the organization represents a type of bilateral 
assistance provided by the United States with the objective of supporting development in 
a variety of sectors, education paramount among them. Consequently, examination of the 
impact of the Peace Corps’ work on educational outcomes represents an important avenue 
for assessing the impact of international cooperation on the completion of development 
goals.

Since its establishment in 1961, the Peace Corps has represented an ambitious 
promise by the Kennedy administration to change the US approach to public service 
and global citizenship (Gearan, 1996). Peace Corps is characterized by a collaborative, 
grassroots approach to development that takes place on the local level, as compared to the 
larger, top-down approaches of USAID projects. The Peace Corps articulated three goals 
to achieve its mission:

•	 Goal 1. To help the people of interested countries in meeting their need for 
trained men and women.

•	 Goal 2. To help promote a better understanding of Americans on the part of the 
peoples served.

•	 Goal 3. To help promote a better understanding of other peoples on the part of 
Americans. (Peace Corps, 2000a)

The largest Peace Corps program area is education.  The placement of Peace Corps 
Volunteers as teachers has been a foundation of the program since its origin in the 1960s. 
As Lowther and Lucas (1978) observe in their history of the Peace Corps:

Almost overnight the Peace Corps became the principal supplier of secondary-
school teachers in several African countries, where expanding educational 
opportunities were a compelling post-independence priority. Elsewhere—in Turkey, 
Iran, and Thailand, for instance—the Peace Corps established its presence by 
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sending thousands of English instructors (p. 84).
Currently the education program comprises 41% of all Peace Corps Volunteers, 

and as of 2018, more than 45,000 education volunteers had served in 131 countries 
(Peace Corps, 2018). Volunteers are placed in elementary, secondary, or post-secondary 
institutions, and teach in subjects including math, science, and/or conversational English.  
Some volunteers are also placed as resource teachers or teacher trainers, and some 
contribute to the development of libraries and/or technology resource centers.

In addition to classroom placements, Peace Corps states that volunteers also “play an 
important role in creating links among schools, parents, and communities” (Peace Corps, 
2000d). Peace Corps prioritizes this cultural integration work during its 10-12 weeks pre-
service training, explaining that “successful sustainable development work is based on 
the relationships you build by respectfully integrating into the host country community 
and culture” (Peace Corps, 2000b). Currently, nine countries offer Teaching English as 
a Foreign Language (TEFL) Certification as part of volunteers’ training.  Peace Corps 
markets this as the opportunity for volunteers to “earn a recognized teaching credential 
during Peace Corps service, a unique opportunity to meet global professional English 
standards” (Peace Corps, 2000c).

Peace Corps critics have argued that education is the placement option for volunteers 
who do not have other specialized experience or credentials that would otherwise result 
in assignments to program areas like health or agriculture. As far back as 1978, Lowther 
and Lucas argued that the “teaching programs have served the Peace Corps by providing 
easy placement for thousands of generalist volunteers. They have served host countries 
by providing a reliable and inexpensive source of degree-holding teachers to sustain 
expansion of their underdeveloped school systems” (Lowther & Lucas, 1978, p. 84).  This 
accusation by two returned Peace Corps volunteers (RPCVs) raises questions around 
volunteer preparedness in the education sector that Peace Corps continues to face to 
this day. Reception of the Peace Corps and to Peace Corps volunteers has varied over 
the years. These reactions range from glowing reviews that characterize Peace Corps as 
“America at its best” to critiques that the Peace Corps is an expression of neocolonial 
development that creates more harm than good (Meisler, 2012; Geidel, 2015).

Examining the Evidence: Peace Corps Country Impact Studies

To assess the impact of Peace Corps work related to SDG 4, we examine host 
country impact studies commissioned by the Peace Corps Office of Strategic Information, 
Research, and Programs (OSIRP)�. OSIRP describes these host country impact studies 
as “the agency’s broadest effort to date to learn about the Peace Corps’ impact directly 
from the people who lived and worked with Volunteers during their service” (Rorbaugh, 

� OSIRP commissioned and designed the impact studies. In each country, a lead researcher was 
hired and a local research team conducted the interviews and wrote initial reports. OSIRP then 
published the reports.
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2016, p. 1).  The studies span the period from 2009 to 2014; in addition to these discrete 
project reports, Peace Corps published a cross-sectional analysis of 21 of the reports in 
2016 (Rorbaugh, 2016).  Of the 21 studies included in the cross-sectional analysis, reports 
from eight countries explicitly studied the impact of education projects and education 
volunteers. These eight studies, which are the focus of our analysis below, cover a range of 
geographic areas that the Peace Corps typically serves, including East Africa, West Africa, 
Southeast Asia, and Central Europe (Table 1).  However, the impact studies focused on 
education do not include Latin America, the South Pacific, and other geographic regions 
where Peace Corps has historically placed volunteers. These impact studies represent the 
most comprehensive attempt to evaluate Peace Corps education projects’ impact on host 
communities in recent history.

Research on Peace Corps impact has primarily focused on the effect of the program 
on its American volunteers, and has missed the perspectives of Peace Corps community 
partners (Kerley & Jenkins, 2010). The Peace Corps Country Impact Studies are the first 
studies in recent history to attempt to understand the impact of Peace Corps volunteers 
from the perspective of the host site. The initial impetus for these reports came from 
the United States Office of Management and Budget’s effort to examine the impact of 
projects on Peace Corps Goal 2, to promote the understanding of Americans within the 
host country, or essentially how the Peace Corps affects opinions of Americans abroad. 
The OSIRP described the development work and “the people-to-people interaction” of 
Peace Corps as interrelated and thus deemed it necessary to study the two in unison (Kerley 
& Jenkins, 2010, p. 3). Therefore, the first half of the studies focused on the success and 
relevancy of the Peace Corps volunteers’ work (Goal 1).   The second half of the studies 
asked respondents their perceptions of Americans based on their interactions with Peace 
Corps Volunteers (Goal 2). For all impact studies, a local researcher and research team 
were hired in each country to conduct the interviews and summarize the data. The reports 
were then published by OSIRP.

In analyzing the eight Peace Corps impact studies, we follow a similar approach to 
Chapman and Quijada (2009), who analyzed internal evaluations of 33 projects conducted 
by USAID between 1990 and 2005. Specifically, the authors examined design documents, 
intermediate and final project reports, and formative and summative evaluations of USAID 
projects. They limited the documents under review to those discussing interventions “aimed 
at strengthening the design or delivery of basic education in a specific country” (Chapman 
& Quijada, 2009, p. 269). Using content analysis to categorize the nature and frequency 
of themes emerging from the documents, Chapman and Quijada organized their results 
around four basic questions: (1) What goals and objectives did USAID seek to achieve? (2) 
What strategies did USAID fund? (3) Were goals and objectives achieved? and (4) What 
insights can be gained from these investments? The authors found first, that the primary 
goal of most projects was to increase educational quality (28 of 33 projects). Student 
learning achievement was generally deemed as the most important indicator of education 
quality in these reports. Second, only nine of the evaluations were able to draw valid 
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conclusions about impact on learning achievement, and only five of the evaluations found 
evidence of significant learning gains. Another three evaluations found mixed results 
according to the subject areas assessed. However, as we point out above, these projects 
also had political objectives, which are not necessarily articulated in project design 
documents and are not captured in evaluations of their technical success.

Given our focus on teacher quality and training, our research questions are 
somewhat narrower than those examined by Chapman and Quijada (2009). Specifically, 
we assess the impact of Peace Corps educational projects on general educational quality, 
teaching quality, and the supply of qualified teachers. Although these impact studies do 
not explicitly define the concept of qualified teachers, they do occasionally discuss issues 
related to the number or proportion of teachers who meet certain requirements.

Findings

The eight Peace Corps impact studies follow a similar format, including an 
introduction, the purpose of the study, methodology, summary of findings, and conclusion.  
All of the OSIRP impact studies are based on the data collected by the local researcher and 
their teams, who were under supervision of the local Peace Corps office.  The data were 
collected through semi-structured interviews by the local research team. The interviews, 
which were conducted after PCVs had left, were done with beneficiaries, counterparts, 
and stakeholders in communities that had hosted at least one volunteer. Beneficiaries 
refer to students, teachers, and direct recipients of project activities. Counterparts include 
schoolteachers and administrators who worked most closely with the volunteers in 
implementing the projects. Stakeholders refer to additional members of the community, 
including host families and other school administrators. Three of the reports (Bulgaria, 
Cameroon, & Tanzania) included analysis of smaller comparison sites where interviews 
were conducted with counterparts and stakeholders who had never hosted a volunteer.

The number of interview participants in the eight reports ranged from 88 to 254, 
with an average of 152 respondents.  The major research questions addressed in each 
study were:

A.	 Did skills transfer and capacity building occur?
B.	 What skills were transferred to organizations/communities and individuals as a 

result of Volunteers’ work?
C.	 Were the skills and capacities sustained past the end of the project?
D.	 How satisfied were host country nations (HCNs) with the project work?
E.	 What did HCNs learn about Americans?
F.	 Did HCNs report that their opinions of Americans had changed after interacting 

with the Peace Corps and Peace Corps Volunteers? (OSIRP, 2009a, pp. 13-14)

The following analysis and Table 1 focus on questions A – D, which we examine 
against our three research questions related to the impact of Peace Corps work on general 
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education quality, teaching quality, and the supply of qualified teachers.

Impact Related to Our Research Questions

1. According to related impact studies, what is the impact of the Peace Corps on general 
education quality?

Overall, the most positive ratings by respondents were on improvement of general 
education quality.  Beneficiaries, counterparts, and stakeholders were interviewed about 
how the education projects impacted their schools and communities. The respondents 
were asked to report their reflections on changes to education pre- and post-PCVs.  Across 
the eight projects, over 90% of respondents consistently reported that the quality of 
education improved (Table 1).  One of the most significant positive impacts reported was 
in English language learning and speaking at schools, regardless of whether that was a 
primary project goal. Both students and teachers across countries consistently reported 
English language learning as a primary benefit of the volunteers’ work.  Some reports also 
observed that in general, access to and opportunity to learn from a native English speaker 
gave students more confidence in their English skills (Thailand, Bulgaria & Ukraine).

In addition to English language skills, some project reports, including those from 
Ghana and Tanzania, reported a positive impact of volunteers on math and science 
performance (OSIRP, 2010a; OSIRP, 2012).  While most of the interviews focused on 
the respondents’ perception of improvements, there were some cases of respondents 
citing metrics of success like test scores. For example, one teacher in Ghana credits the 
community volunteer’s work to organize extra classes and tutoring with a recorded “70 
percent pass in Chemistry (in 2011) compared to a 10-15 percent pass rate in previous 
years” (OSIRP, 2012, p. 31). Indeed, of the interview respondents, 99% of students and 
92% of teachers in the Ghana study reported that students who worked with a Peace Corps 
Volunteer showed continuous improvement in math and science (OSIRP, 2012).  This 
is similar to Tanzania’s report, where 96% of Secondary Education Project counterparts 
and beneficiaries reported improved student performance in math, science, computer, or 
critical thinking skills (OSIRP, 2010a).

Within the parameters of the data collected, we can conclude that from a counterpart 
and beneficiary standpoint, the impact on general education by the Peace Corps Volunteers 
in these projects was largely viewed as positive.  The majority of respondents reported 
improvements across the interview questions in student performance and general impact 
in the classroom.  However, there is evidence of dissenting opinions via some of the 
barriers cited by respondents.  Some respondents reported concerns around the volunteers’ 
pedagogical background and connection to the national curriculum.  For example, 46 
percent of Ghanaian counter partners reported that PCVs needed “a better understanding 
of the overall structure of the Ghanaian education system and typical methods by which 
exams are written and proctored” (OSIRP, 2012, p. 48). Acknowledging the potential 
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for positive bias in these interviews and the positionality of the publishing office, the 
instances of challenges and concerns, although not the majority, point to important lessons 
for how Peace Corps supports international cooperation and teacher quality. As many of 
the cited challenges cut across all three research questions, they will be reviewed in the 
Challenges for Implementation section below.

2. What is the impact of the Peace Corps on teaching quality?

As previously stated, the impact studies do not directly define teacher or teaching 
quality.  Rather, each study focuses on various skills that connect to teacher quality as it 
relates to that project’s theory of action.  Depending on the country, this includes questions 
focused on lesson planning and preparation, English Language skills, student-centered 
teaching methods, and/or development of teacher resources. The perceived success 
of these teacher-focused goals was, on the whole, positively reviewed, but not to the 
same level as the 90+% improvement rating given in response to many of the questions 
assessing changes in general education quality.

Many of the projects focused on increasing student-centered teaching methods in the 
classroom.  As a result, student-teacher relationships feature in the reports as a key impact 
of the volunteers’ work. For example, in Thailand, 94% of project partners and 94% of 
beneficiaries (schoolteachers and administrators) reported adopting student-centered 
teaching methods as a result of the Peace Corps program (OSIRP, 2010b). With regard 
to sustainability, 77% of students reported that their teachers continued to use student-
centered teaching methods after the volunteers had left (OSIRP, 2010b).  However, the 
reports do not state a time period for when the volunteer left or how long the teaching 
methods continued afterwards.  Respondents from Ghana also saw an improvement in 
student-teacher relationships and a reduction in corporal punishment during a volunteer’s 
placement at the school. As a teacher in Ghana reflected, “[the Volunteer] toned down 
corporal punishment for students, but not completely. Students feel at home because they 
feel safe in the school since no one chases them around with a cane” (OSIRP, 2012, p. 31).

Access to teaching resources was often rated most positively (e.g.: Philippines, 
Thailand).  Many project reports also cited new interactive teaching methods, creative 
lesson planning, and organization as successful focuses of the education projects. In some 
cases, as in the study in Ukraine, the resources were not sustained after the volunteer left, 
which negated the impact (OSIRP, 2010c).

A common question in these impact studies was to what extent these changes were 
sustained after the volunteers’ service. The studies’ design does not include timeframe to 
assess sustainability, but all did include questions asking to what extent teaching practices 
and/or resources continued to be used after the PCV left. In some studies, the respondents 
reported sustainable change. For instance, in Thailand, 88 percent of project partners and 
93 percent of beneficiaries continued using, on a daily basis, the professional skills they 
learned from the Volunteer (OSIRP, 2010b). However, there is evidence that the change 
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was limited to the individual changes by teachers rather than sustainable school-wide or 
systemic change. For example, researchers in Thailand found:

Teachers who had worked with the Volunteer had either retired or moved to another 
school, and therefore the changes were not maintained at the school where the 
Volunteer served. However, a few of the teachers who worked with the Volunteer 
and transferred to a new school, continued using the new teaching methods (OSIRP, 
2010b, p. 50).
Reports from other countries showed similar concerns around sustainability. The 

senior researcher in Ukraine recommended “that a sustainability analysis of PCV work 
be carried out” and that volunteers restrict activities to projects that are strictly within the 
school’s financial ability to sustain (OSIRP, 2010c, p. 48).

3. What is the impact of the Peace Corps on the supply of qualified teachers?

Seven of the eight impact studies included diagrams outlining their theories of 
change (Philippines was not available within the summary report). Of those seven 
studies, all but one, Thailand, included teacher shortages as one of the main problems 
addressed within the theory of change. However, project activities did not always attend 
directly to these problems, and teacher shortages were not always examined directly by 
the impact studies.  The studies generally focused on hard-to-fill areas of teaching such 
as rural placements (e.g. Cameroon, Ghana, & Ukraine) or math and science education 
(e.g. Tanzania). Others, like Cape Verde and Bulgaria focused specifically on filling 
teacher roles in English education.  However, despite the clearly stated intent for these 
projects to address teacher shortages, there is little evidence within the studies regarding 
the volunteers’ impact on teacher supply. At most, the studies include reception of the 
Peace Corps placement of teachers on a short-term basis. There is still much to learn in 
addressing Peace Corps’ impact on long-term teacher supply.

On a positive note, the authors of the Cape Verde impact report state that the Peace 
Corps education project started to meet the demand for English teachers at local schools:

Prior to Peace Corps’ involvement, the Ministry met the demand for TEFL teachers 
by contracting recent high school graduates who did not have any teaching 
experience, English-speaking Africans from other countries, and teachers from 
Portugal. This system led to unqualified teachers, high costs, contract disputes, and 
constant turnover in teaching staff at schools (OSIRP, 2011a, p. 16).
In assessing impact in Cape Verde, the majority of respondents reported wanting to 

have volunteers placed as teachers in their school sites again and reviewed the volunteers’ 
presence positively. However, “two beneficiaries were unsure they wanted another 
Volunteer. One teacher commented that the Volunteers were not well trained or prepared 
to teach; the other believed Volunteers took away jobs from local teachers” (OSIRP, 
2011a, p. 16). The impact report did not elaborate on this potential impact of Peace Corps 
displacing local teachers.
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There is also evidence that there is high staff turnover in the communities where the 
Peace Corps Volunteers serve. In Thailand, a counterpart reflects on the issue of staffing 
turnover as a barrier to achieving the outcomes of the Peace Corps project, stating that “the 
school should be able to attract and retain qualified persons for a long time. I left because 
I wanted to be in the capital to be able to do further studies and get access to better 
facilities" (OSIRP, 2010b, p. 46, Counterpart). The Peace Corps’ person-to-person nature 
of training and project implementation meant that often, sustainability did not occur on 
a systemic or school-wide basis.  When the Peace Corps volunteer or their counterpart 
departed the school, they often left with the knowledge and skills critical to sustainability 
(OSIRP, 2012).

Other Impacts

It is common for volunteers to select and design voluntary secondary projects during 
their two years assigned to a community site. Most commonly, these secondary projects 
do not fall specifically under the education program goal and activities, but connect to 
overarching community needs and are worked on simultaneously to their primary work 
placements. Many of the reports included references to the Peace Corps volunteers’ 
secondary projects. For example, many of the volunteers focused on HIV/AIDs education 
and gender equity work in addition to their primary jobs at their schools. A Tanzanian 
teacher reflected that in addition to the classroom impact, the volunteers’ work also 
included HIV/AIDS education: “I am very satisfied … students have been taught the 
subjects for which the school previously had no teachers. They have been trained to 
protect themselves from AIDS.” (OSIRP, 2010a. p.48). In Ghana, gender-focused projects 
showed a positive impact as reported by both teachers and students:

The club he [the Volunteer] formed opened the eyes of the girls so much that they 
were competing with the boys. Presently, the girls do better than boys do and 
their performance in the subjects has seen [an upward] trend (OSIRP, 2012, p. 30, 
Teacher).

The PCV sourced funds for the construction of a girl’s dormitory…. Girls have 
taken much interest in education and we have a larger number of girls as compared 
to boys due to the dormitory he provided. Less of the girls are day students so 
truancy is reduced (OSIRP, 2012, p. 30, Student).

Challenges for Project Implementation and Impact

Common limiting factors across the impact studies were access to resources by 
the volunteer, language acquisition by the volunteer, the level of preparation of the 
volunteer prior to arriving at the community site, and the reception of the volunteer by 
the community. In some cases, the language the volunteer was trained in during pre-
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service training did not match the language of instruction at their school placement 
(OSIRP, 2011a). In others, respondents noted that the lack of experience of the volunteers, 
including the lack of a teaching degree, was a barrier to success (OSIRP, 2009a). Multiple 
countries noted that the ability to implement and sustain some of the volunteers' work 
was hindered by lack of resources and local capacity. Finally, three reports included the 
community’s expectations and reception of the volunteers as a major barrier. The reports 
from Cape Verde, Tanzania, and Ukraine all listed uncooperative administration and/or 
unrealistic expectations of the volunteers as barriers. The Ukrainian report states, “perhaps, 
the majority of schools were not interested in volunteers’ assistance. In many cases, the 
school administration was uncooperative” (OSIRP, 2010c, p. 47).

Another major challenge listed in some reports was the alignment of the Peace 
Corps volunteers’ teaching with the host country’s standards and pedagogy. For example, 
the Thailand Impact Study found, “one quarter of the teachers and school administrators 
(25%) did not believe the new teaching methods supported the Thai curriculum and 
viewed the methods as ‘just playing games’” (OSIRP, 2010b, p. 32).  Similarly, the lead 
researcher of the Cameroon Impact Study reflected that the majority of respondents stated 
that the volunteers needed to learn the local language in which they worked and that the 
volunteers should be trained in pedagogy prior to placement (OSIRP, 2009b).  In Ghana, 
46% of counterparts stated that the Peace Corps volunteers “needed a better understanding 
of the overall structure of the Ghanaian education system and typical methods by which 
exams are written and proctored” (OSIRP, 2012, p. 48).

Discussion and Conclusion

Our review of eight Peace Corps education projects found that the impact on general 
education quality is most positively reviewed by respondents across all eight countries. 
Questions that spoke to teaching quality were also reviewed as successes, although 
not to the same degree as those that focused on general quality of education. There is 
little evidence that the Peace Corps placements impact the supply of qualified teachers, 
except on a short-term basis. That is, there was not substantial evidence that Peace Corps 
Volunteers either negatively or positively impacted the number of qualified teachers. 
A few respondents cited in the reports referenced fear of teacher displacement due to 
the presence of Peace Corps volunteers, but others reported that PCVs were placed in 
rural and high-need openings that needed to be filled. A deeper question raised by some 
researchers in the reports is whether volunteers should be seen as “qualified teachers.”

Peace Corps Meeting the SDGs?

A primary lesson learned from the impact studies was that respondents and local 
researchers cited in five of the eight reports—Bulgaria, Cape Verde, Cameroon, Ghana, 
and Thailand—listed concerns about volunteers’ preparedness, lack of teaching degree, 
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and/or the need for increased local pedagogical training as major barriers to project 
success.  We could find little evidence of requirements for the Peace Corps education 
volunteers on Peace Corps admissions pages, but the average age of a PCV is 26 (PC 
Factsheet, 2019). Most in-country counterpart respondents in these studies had been 
teaching over five years, with the majority having over 10 years of experience in the field.  
This mismatch, along with some concerns voiced in the impact studies, raises the question 
of who is training whom, and weakens claims that the PCV is the expert, or capacity 
builder, in the relationship.

The relative lack of preparation of PCVs also raises the question of whether the 
presence and training of volunteers meet the standards of SDG Indicator 4.c.1, the 
proportion of teachers who have received at least the minimum pre-service or in-service 
required for teaching at the relevant level in a given country. Given that the Peace Corps 
pre-service training is a total of 12 weeks and of that time, many hours are dedicated to 
health, safety, culture, and language acquisition, pedagogical training is limited. The lack 
of training is compounded by the positionality of the PCV. Goal 1, to build local capacity, 
positions PCVs as volunteers bringing in technical expertise to support their counterparts. 
Evidence from these impact reports suggests a different story.

Technical Success, Sustainability, and International Cooperation

Considering the limited training and experience of PCVs and contrast with their 
host country counterparts, it is not surprising that many technical aims of the Peace 
Corps projects do not appear to have been met with unqualified success. The lack of 
evidence of Peace Corps impact on the supply of qualified teachers also suggests that the 
sustainability of Peace Corps project successes is limited. As we observe above in our 
discussion of the literature, increases in teaching quality may lead to some short-term 
gains, but improvements in the size and composition of the overall teacher labor force 
are more likely to support sustainability of educational improvements. Further, although 
some respondents cited in the project impact studies held positive views of project 
sustainability, it is not clear how long after PCVs had left that these respondents were 
interviewed, which casts doubts on conclusions related to long-term sustainability.

To some extent, our findings support the arguments of Riddell and Niño-Zarazúa 
(2016) related to preferences of aid agencies for short-term successes over long-term 
impact, as well as the findings of Chapman and Quijada (2009) that the goal of client 
satisfaction in aid projects often supersedes the completion of technical aims. Further, as 
Chapman and Quijada (2009) caution, we must also recognize that aid projects contain 
both technical and political aims. Focusing solely on technical objectives neglects the 
very real possibility that Peace Corps projects have positive, long-term influences on how 
host nations view the United States and its citizens. In fact, reflections of respondents 
cited in the Peace Corps impact studies offer some positive evidence of the improvement 
of person-to-person relationships. Most counterparts, in one case 100%, reported wanting 
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another Peace Corps Volunteer at their site (OSIRP, 2010a).
The overwhelming method of skills transfer listed by respondents was hands-on 

work with the PCV. This suggests that relationship-building and grassroots benefits are 
present, at least from the perspective of community stakeholders. Given the positive 
reviews of the Peace Corps Volunteers, it is important to further understand the actual 
impact and potential for the Peace Corps to be a vehicle for SDG development.  As 
seen in the secondary project responses, Peace Corps may be uniquely equipped for 
community-based work that approaches integrating SDG 4 with connected goals like 
SDG 5 on Gender Equality and SDG 3 on Good Health and Well Being. The positive 
impacts reported by the study participants also present interesting questions around the 
ways integrated and collaborative teaching experiences, as compared to formal trainings, 
feature in international teacher cooperation.

Positive reports by community stakeholders on collaborative, hands-on work 
represent one aspect of the volunteer model that could apply to the format and nature of 
international cooperation in teacher training, as it relates to SDG Target 4.c. The Peace 
Corps impact studies also suggest that the impact of international cooperation may 
not solely move in a North-South direction. Although SDG Target 4.c poses a “North-
South” orientation of skill transfer, the impact studies demonstrate little evidence that US 
volunteers contributed truly sustainable, schoolwide or systemwide impacts. In contrast, 
studies have shown positive benefits of Peace Corps service on the volunteers returning 
to the United States and specifically for those returning to a career in teaching (e.g. 
Garii, 2009; Wilson, 1986). This evidence suggests that, in the case of the Peace Corps, 
volunteers may be receiving as much, or more, training and professional development as 
they are giving.

Evidence of South-North skill transfer in Peace Corps education projects raises the 
question of why the SDG Target 4.c is not bidirectional when it comes to the benefits 
of teacher cooperation in achieving SDG 4 worldwide.  It is likely that the neo-colonial 
tendency to value the teachers and teacher qualities of the Global North may limit the 
possible outcomes and impact of international teacher cooperation. A promising direction 
for future research on international cooperation and the SDGs is the application of South-
South, South-North, and other postcolonial perspectives to understand the true long-
term impact of programs like the Peace Corps, which often fail to achieve long-term 
sustainability in terms of technical impact in the countries where they operate.

Limitations and Areas for Future Research

Of course, the analysis we employ here faces several limitations, including little 
prior empirical evidence related to the impact of Peace Corps projects on educational 
quality, the small number of impact studies focusing on education, the self-reporting of 
study participants, and the potential bias of those conducting and writing the study reports. 
The methodology of the studies, with the overall project design by OSIRP, the conducting 
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of the studies by the local researchers and their teams, and the publishing of the reports by 
OSIRP, creates many junctions in which the data are summarized and presented. For this 
reason, whenever possible, we included direct quotations from the interviews as cited by 
the researchers in the studies and strove to include voices of the respondents, in addition 
to the aggregated survey statistics.

For all of these reasons, the conclusions and implications we draw here are 
tentative. However, we believe that we have identified an important set of questions for 
future research. Most importantly, future research must rebalance Peace Corps-related 
research from the current heavy emphasis on the experiences of returned volunteers and 
their professional and personal experiences, and toward (1) the impact the volunteers 
had during and after their Peace Corps experience, and (2) the positive impact that host 
country counterparts and experiences had on volunteers and their long-term success as 
teachers, administrators or other educational professionals in the United States. Such 
research could truly speak to the potential of international cooperation—both from North 
to South and South to North—for the completion of the SDGs across the globe.
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