QUESTIONS FOR INCOMING VOLUNTEERS

FAQs about your upcoming service…

Disclaimer: This applies for education volunteers.  The situation for development volunteers might me slightly different.  Also, we live in North Kazakhstan and the experience will be slightly different for those in the South.  Unfortunately, you won’t know where you’re going until you’re here, so I tried to make my comments as general as I could.   

Is Peace Corps (or anyone else for that matter) serious about…

Q1. bringing dress clothes?

 A:  Yes, they are.  For men bring at least one jacket, one shirt, one tie for dress occasions.  You will need them at swearing in and then again at school for important holidays.  Interestingly enough, the most important item is shoes.  In the Kazakh workplace nice shoes are extremely important to be accepted.  Tennis shoes will absolutely not work at school under any circumstances.  For better or worse, you will absolutely be judged on what you wear, and if you come in on the first day dressed badly, you will be fighting an uphill battle the rest of your service.  For variety you can bring of course more than one tie and shirt but most people here have one dress outfit which they wear regularly.  This is not to say that they are not clean and neat every day, they are very much so.  But it is not the situation that you need to bring many dress outfits.  For women dresses are necessary sometimes, but skirts and tops you can mix and match are fine.  Most women in the north wear long pants because of the extreme cold.  Unfortunately, this varies a lot from school to school and you should bring both.  But in almost all situations you will need pants.  Bring one skirt just in case (to the knee is acceptable) for winter, but a few skirts for summer as shorts aren’t really worn and it is hot.   It would be good to have one really nice outfit for New Years.  They really get dressed up and will love it if you do too.  
Just a heads-up: try to bring clothes that can withstand washing.  I know I just told you to bring a number of items that are normally dry clean only, but you’ll be hand-washing (or not washing) them here.  We’ve hand washed all our dry clean items and they are getting pretty worn after a year but still look pretty good.  You can buy an iron easily.
Q2. bringing your own meds?

A: Sort of.  You get your medical supplies fairly quickly, and nearly everything is included.  It’s not a bad idea to bring a small (few days) supply of your favorite pain reliever or something for a sour stomach.  Two things that Peace Corps does not provide are Midol and Gas-X, (although other stomach remedies are available) if you like those things specifically.  Bring a few months of birth control pills.  Peace Corps does supply them, but if there is any problem getting your specific type of pill you’ll be glad not to run out.  Allergy medicine is another thing that is hard to order and takes a long time.  If there is one you have to have then bring some.    
Q3. a laptop computer?
A: Unfortunately, you almost certainly need a laptop now.  We did not bring one because our recruiter told us not to, and in some ways I’m glad that we didn’t because we got to experience life without one for a year.  (Finally a volunteer completing service left us his).  But it was a huge pain in the meantime- we were the only volunteers at our training without one.  What was worse was that everyone just always assumed we had one.  The Office always sent things in electronic form, expected us to do tasks we couldn’t do, etc.  It is extremely helpful for anything you do- summer camps, lesson plans, or even entertainment like music and movies.  If you choose not to bring a laptop make sure it’s a very conscious choice and be ready for a lot of headaches.    

Q4. not wearing shorts?

A: Yes.  Shorts are not very useful here.  I’m not saying don’t bring any- the summer is brutal and you will want some.  However, men do not usually wear shorts here, and they are never appropriate at work.  Additionally, shorts are the single fastest way to advertise with large, flashing, neon lights that you are a foreigner.  So make sure you bring long pants.  Dockers or the equivalent are great because they are versatile here and you can wear them on a variety of occasions. Women do wear shorts here, but you will be more comfortable if you wear a skirt instead.  As you’re packing though, don’t forget you may be running a summer camp or traveling, for which you will probably want shorts.  Shorts are totally fine for summer camps for men and women.
Q5 not having access to one suitcase for training?

A: Yes.  Your host family will not have room for both your suitcases at training.  The next PST will have different conditions, but they made us choose one suitcase to take to the host family’s and one to lock in a safe room.  Do yourself a favor and organize your things roughly into winter and summer suitcases before you leave.  Even if you have access to both bags (and once again, we didn’t) you’ll be happy you did.  We had people trying to reorganize things once they got on the ground here after not sleeping for 3 days, or even worse with their new family standing around them looking confused.  Organize before you get here.  Do not just throw everything in a bag the last night and expect to sort it out later- it’ not going to happen.   
Q6 bringing less clothes?

A: Yes! Yes! Yes!  The number one thing everyone here says is that they brought too many clothes.  Laundry here is by hand, and it is not at all fun.  Especially at home you will wear the same clothes every day.  People here have an “indoor” outfit that they wear all the time, and then clothes they wear outside.  The indoor clothes basically keep all your other clothes from getting dirty and give your clothes a longer shelf life.  This sounds strange to you now, but here you will be wearing the same clothes over and over again.  Long story short, bring less.  Bring less T-shirts.  However many T-shirts you have with you, take some out.  Really. Try following the rule where you put out everything you want to take and then put half of it back.  That’s what I did and I still have too much.
Q7 bringing a small gift for your host family?

Yes.  It is tradition here and is a great way to break the ice.  The first day you’re going to be able to say about 6 words to each other, so bringing something may liven up the conversation a bit.  Sweets are always good, especially something American.  Our family loves Twizzlers.  Tea is OK, but the tea here is already good and they don’t seem to be amused by the flavored or “new age” herbal kinds.  Some of the best presents are knick-knacks from your home town.  Postcards are great, and even seemingly tacky items like shells have gone over well.  T-shirts have been a big hit.  Also they seem to like notes from your family, whether they can read them or not.  Peanut butter is hit or miss, some think it’s awesome, others find it confusing.     

What should I do about . . .
Q1. warm clothes? Or clothes in general? 
A: This is a big area, and I’ll divide it up. Generally speaking, you really can get everything you need here for the winter.  It is really cold but the people do know how to deal with it.  This can save you a lot of room in your luggage since you will be coming to KZ in summer and won’t need many things right away.  Our language teachers made a special trip with us to help us buy winter clothing.  That being said, buying things in Kazakhstan can be frustrating because you can’t just walk into a store and choose something off the shelf.  You usually have to ask for it, which can be difficult if you don’t know the language. So if you can’t live without it, bring it.
Coats:  You can absolutely buy a coat here, and this is a great way to save luggage space.  I didn’t bring one and never regretted it.  I got my winter coat in Almaty for 11,500 KZT and Amy got hers for 11,000 KZT.  They both work great.  
Hats/Scarves: My hat cost 7000 KZT, although I paid more for it than most people because we live up north and I need it.  Amy brought a hat from home.  You will need a scarf of some kind, and that is one thing that is easy to bring from home if you have a particular favorite.  Some people wear ski masks, although that is guaranteed to get some strange looks from locals.    
Boots: Boots will probably be higher quality (and more comfortable) if bought in the U. S.  You can get boots here, I know people that have done it, but I’m glad I brought mine from home.  Amy and I both have all-purpose heavy-duty Gore-Tex hiking boots and have been happy with them.  For shoes black is nearly always the best.    

Most important: Undergarments! You will almost certainly want long underwear.  Amy wears two pair. What I do as an alternative is wear track pants under my dress pants.  It keeps me warm and I find that my school building is hot and that track pants vent better than long underwear.  Unfortunately, this is another area with wide variation- many schools are very cold and long underwear is absolutely necessary.  My advice is definitely bring it.  Also I would bring large quantities of enormous wooly socks.  I would not, by the way, bring any white socks.  They become filthy and unusable quickly.  Bring all dark socks, you’ll be happy you did.
Other:  Bring less clothing! (see above.)  Also, my advice is to bring clothes that you expect to “die” here.  Winter, and life in general, is very hard on clothes here.  There is less washing, more wearing, more grit, and colder weather.  Except for that one, possibly two, dress outfit(s), leave your favorite delicates at home.  

Q2. spices and comfort food? 
It’s not a bad idea to bring some comfort snacks, especially if they can be easily shared with the host family.  At training you will be eating food you are not accustomed to nearly all the time and that granola bar might make the day just a little more palatable.  Bringing ready-made spice packs like taco seasoning or Chinese spices is a great idea (if you have room) for when you get to site.  Anything like Emeril’s spices or seasoned salt is easy to bring and you will miss it later if you don’t have it. 
Generally available here: dill, salt, black and most other peppers, vanilla (powdered), garlic, curry

We can’t find it: cumin, ginger, oregano, cinnamon      
