Daniel O’Neill’s profile
1. Your background (education, experience, interests): what led to you the Evergreen MPA program?

I have undergraduate degrees in Criminal Justice/Pre Law and Anthropology from Saint Martin's University.  My work experience prior to Public Administration included investigative and auditing work for telecommunications companies.  My government experience has been in policy analysis and enforcement, including three years at the Washington State Department of Licensing.  My interests beyond public administration include technology, reading, coffee shops, snowboarding, hiking and video games.
 
2. What led you to Peace Corps?

A desire to serve others.  My dedication to public service in the states carries over greatly to this.  My education, specifically as it relates to my MPA from TESC, imparted to me a deontological ethic towards serving others.  I decided to abandon a much more lucrative career in law because of this passion, and that has carried over greatly to my desire to serve the developing world.  It is easy to take for granted how good I had it in the states, with a great job, a great education, and all the comforts of home.  I wanted to step outside of that for a few years to reassess what exactly I wanted.  I am grateful that I did.
 
3. Briefly describe current work and assignment with Peace Corps

I am a Development Coordinator for the Tumul K'in Center of Learning, an indigenous high school that reinforces traditional education (math, science, english, history) with Mayan culture and values (community service, environmental sustainability).  I work mainly with their executive director Esther Sanchez on building capacity within and outside of the school, while reinforcing traditional values among the communities we work with.
 
4. Most inspiring thing you’ve experienced or learned so far?

That people with absolutely nothing material will give you absolutely everything that they have.  We have spent time living with destitute families that have opened their homes to us, sharing their stories and their life in our village.  When they had nothing to eat, they would feed us.  When they had nowhere to sleep, we got their beds.  It was awe inspiring and humbling beyond words.
 
5. Most challenging?
 

Developing countries in the Central America, especially Belize, are surrounded by well-intentioned NGOs, churches, and development organizations that provide lots of money, assessments, and advice to organizations like the one I work with.  The problem, however, is that many organizations over the past thirty years have become completely dependent on them, meaning that during economic crunches, there is less money to give and the organization cannot self-sustain.  Teaching organizations how to help themselves after so many years of being given resources without guidance, and tools without any implementation or understanding, can breed distrust of our intentions and resentment when we don't just "do it for them" like everyone else has.  
6. Most surprising?

I am not much for travel and spontaneous adventure, but living here has changed that dramatically.  I lost forty pounds in three months, got in the best shape of my life, and have really enjoyed experiencing another culture, where at home I was a bit more private and reclusive.  I still long for that privacy from time to time, but I am adjusting.
 
7. How did MPA prepare you for Peace Corps? Specifically what are you bringing from MPA to your work in the Peace Corps?

The most valuable resource I got from MPA was project management.  I found that no matter what the course, quarter or year of my MPA, managing workloads on top of my job and family life, managing that time was absolutely crucial.  The MPA specifically taught me important management techniques for project planning and mapping, working with difficult stakeholders, and negotiating appropriate terms for group projects.  It also taught me to be a bit more open-minded, not always assume I had the right answer right away, and to spend more time listening than talking (not easy for a former Pre-Law student from a stuffy private school).  This has advanced me personally and professionally more than I ever imagined, especially working in the development field.
 
8. After Peace Corps (when does it end for you?), what are you thinking is next for you?

I can continue to work with state government if I desire, but I may step up to the federal level once I return.  I would love to come back to Olympia, however.  I know that because of my MPA and life experience, I will have many opportunities available to me.  The MPA is highly respected in Olympia, especially in state government.
 
9. Any other thoughts about MPA, Peace Corps or anything else you’d like to tell current or prospective MPA students?

MPA, while certainly challenging, was one of the most rewarding times of my life.  I made life-long friends, made it through one of the toughest budget crunches in the history of the country, and gained so much insight into the workings of government.  Peace Corps is a life changing, humbling experience because of the preparation I received from the MPA.  To anyone looking into the program, come check out some classes, visit with the students, and see if you can prepare for the work-life-school balance.  The MPA is a respected program and will open many doors to you personally and professionally.  Studying PA in a state capital is an invaluable resource.
