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Abstract 

Interests in school l ibrary services and in library services to the disadvantaged 
ran through much of Anne Galler's professional work. This paper, a personal descrip­
tion of the author's work with the S ky City Community School Library (Acoma 
Pueblo, New Mexico), reflects these interests. Likewise, the fact that this work came 
about as part of an inter-generational and cross-cultural informal learning experience 
sponsored through an Elderhostel service project reflects Galler 's personal interest in 
l ifelong learning, and learning in retirement. The program included intensive learning 
about the Acoma Pueblo, about the education of indigenous peoples, and about the 
culture of the Acoma Indians. The author concludes that the experience highlighted 
the value of l ife-long learning. 

Introduction 

Degrees, certificates, and other mementos of educational 
milestones mark the learning achievements of our lives. The 
concept of continuous learning stresses that learning begins at 
birth and can (one could even say should) go on until one's 
last breath. Throughout l ife, learning continues in both formal 
and informal ways. While returning to the classroom for 
education in a new and different area of knowledge, or taking 
a continuing education class to update professional ski l ls  are 
now frequent occurrences, some learning can take place in 
situations far removed from traditional settings and need not 
be related to degrees or diplomas. On-the-job training and 
learning, mentoring, travel, book discussion groups, seminars 
on financial planning, participation in amateur choral and 
orchestral ensembles, clubs where presentations are made, 
and Bible-study groups are examples of informal learning 
experiences. This paper describes an inter-generational and 
cross-cultural informal learning experience, the opportunity 
for which came through an Elderhostel Service Project. 

Inter-Generational Learning 

One interesting kind of learning - often informal -- takes 
place across generations. Examples include retirees who 
voluntarily serve as tutors or museum docents, or who teach 

from their l ife experience in programs on business or profes­
sional development. Interestingly, there are many programs · 
where children are the pro-active volunteers. Children visit 
nursing homes to share their enthusiasm with shut-in elders; 
they bring their pets into hospitals and retirement communi­
ties to offer their calming influence. In these settings, children 
learn about giving to those in need and about how it feels  to 
do something that pleases others. The older people in these 
settings may come to appreciate that children are not only 
noisy and disruptive, but also caring human beings. In some 
educational experiences, older people and children participate 
jointly. Examples are travel programs designed for grandpar­
ents and grandchildren, and theatrical, musical , and dance 
presentations where young and old perform together. 

Cross-Cultural Learning 

While it is extremely difficult to understand another 
culture fully, there is a special difficulty when the learner is of 
a group that has historically mistreated members of the other 
culture. For many in the majority culture, there are l imited 
opportunities for such learning. Often considerable discomfort 
may be experienced in finding out about historical injustices 
and deciding how to deal with this awareness in daily l ife. 
Although the decision to participate in learning within another 
culture carries a certain degree of personal risk (in terms of 
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discomfort), to interact and learn from another culture comes 
with the great potential to open our minds and hearts with 
mutual benefit. 

Service as an Opportunity for Learning 

One kind of learning opportunity comes through service 
projects which bring the learner into a working relationship 
with members of another culture, so that the day-to-day 
experience of mutual engagement minimizes the potential for 
confrontation and discomfort and makes the most of the 
chance to learn from one another. Projects of this type are 
among those offered by Elderhostel. 

Elder hostel 

The Elderhostel concept originated in 1975, when a few 
hundred seniors (over age 55)  began studying a variety of 
subjects on a handful of New England college campuses. By 
1999, almost 175 ,000 people took advantage of an impressive 
selection of short-term ( 1  - 4 - week) programs offering travel 
and learning experiences around the globe. In 1992, Elder­
hostel created its Service Projects to expand its offerings and 
to meet the needs of communities both in  the U. S .  and 
abroad. The goal of the Service Projects is to permit mature 
participants " to become part of a global community, dedi­
cated to creating and maintaining a better world in which to 
live, learn, work, and play." Among other possibilities, these 
Service Projects include opportunities to teach English 
abroad, to work on environmental projects, and to assist with 
archeological research. The U. S. and Canada catalog for the 
summer of 2001 includes 25 different potential "service 
opportunities. "  

The 200 1 Elderhostel Catalog offered an opportunity for 
a one-week-long project at the Acoma Pueblo near Albuquer­
que, New Mexico. This program was attractive to this author 
for several reasons. The description noted that one would 
work at the Sky City Community School, help children learn 
to read, read stories to students, and/or work in the school 
library. These opportunities seemed appropriate to a person 
with a background in story-telling and singing to children, 
and a long history of l ibrarianship. 

Between registration and the March 2001 start date of 
the program, staff members at the University of New Mexico 
in Albuquerque called the volunteers to plan specific details. 
They asked about each participant's experience and settled on 
certain tasks for each. Three of the volunteers would work in 
the l ibrary, some would do singing and story-telling with the 
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children during their class's weekly library hour, and one 
would teach some simple tap dances. Preparation for the week 
of service included preparing . some songs and stories for 
different grade levels, devising ''a simple set of dance steps 
that the children could learn, and collecting about a dozen 
pairs of tap shoes the children could wear to hear themselves 
tap dance. 

The Elderhostel volunteers for this project consisted of 
nine women ranging in age from their late 60's to 89; the 
members came from New York, Michigan, Minnesota, Colo­
rad? and California and brought with them a variety of ex­
penence. Over the course of the week, they would share with 
the children knowledge of the Everglades, of polar bears 
waiting for ice floes to come into the Churchil l ,  Canada, 
harbor so they could walk out to the islands in Hudson's Bay, 
of dolphins off Costa Rica, of the Holocaust and its horrors, 
of careers in writing children's books, editing and librarian­
ship, as well as tap dancing. 

The Elderhostel experience for this Service Project con­
sisted of three parts: 1) the service component - work at the 
school ; 2) the educational component - lectures on Native 
American culture; and 3) the cultural component - visits to 
related sites in the area. 

The Service Component 

The group arrived at the school on Monday morning to 
find the staff eagerly awaiting them. After meeting the princi­
pal and having a tour of the school building, six members of 
the group were assigned to classrooms and three to the li­
brary. 

The School Library 

The ·school Librarian, Ronni Chavez, a member of the 
local Grants community, was well prepared for her three 
volunteers. First, Ms. Chavez showed them around the li­
brary, located at the center of the school. While there are at 
present only about 4,000 volumes, a concerted effort is being 
made to accumulate donated materials and to select carefully 
for purchases to round out the collection. The materials are 
arranged by Dewey Decimal System on attractive shelving of 
a convement height for the pupils. The reference collection is 
rudimentary and the librarian is paying special attention to 
enhancing i t. Each classroom has a terminal with access to the 
Internet, and there is one workstation in the library that helps 
the staff answer questions. An interesting collection of materi­
als in the Acoma language, including picture books, readers, 
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and grammars occupies one section o f  the l ibrary. Fortu­

nately, the school is blessed with a full-time substitute 

teacher who helps in the library on days or at times when she 

is not in a classroom. 
The library has an online catalog that is available only on 

the library workstation. There are plans to add more stations. 

Picture books for the youngest children are on racks near the 

story-telling pit, an attractive corner of the large room where 
children sit on the semi-circular curved steps while the story­
teller or reader is at their center. Audio-visual equipment is 
available to enhance such presentations. There is l imited 
seating space in the library. The purchase of furniture, now 
underway, will permit more extensive use of the library for 
study, both as a "study hall" and as a resource for students to 
use in their research. 

Each class has one hour of library time per week. The 
librarian selects appropriate programming, points out new 
books that have relevance, and assists the children in select­
ing and checking out materials. The reward for returning 
books on time is done on a classroom basis. If every child in 
the class has returned all the items that have been borrowed, 
all members of the class may borrow two books, rather than 
one, etc. until the class has reached five titles per student. The 
5-book limit was set at the request of the teachers, who gen­
erously assist in tracking overdues. 

The librarian introduced a program in which staW mem­
bers may buy books from a monthly display set up by a 
library vendor. Not only are the books sold at a discount, but 
also the library receives a free book for every fiye purchased 
by staff members. During the week the Elderhostel group was 
there, there were picture books, a gardening encyclopedia, a 
well-i l lustrated new cookbook, and a travel book with col­
ored photos of Ireland among those displayed. 

The school's "Character Counts" program emphasizes 
values considered important. The six "pil lars" of the program 
(they are mounted on the cafeteria wall) are: Trustworthi­
ness, Responsibil ity, Respect, Fairness, Caring, and Citizen­
ship. The librarian works on relating each of these "pillars" to 
the library. For instance, "The Library is a place where I can 
practice good character and where I can learn about trustwor­
thiness, responsibility, respect, fairness, caring, and citizen­
ship through my reading. " One volunteer helped with this 
effort. 

Library Projects 

Ms. Chavez prepared for the volunteers' arrival by identi­
fying several specific projects to be carried out. These pro-

jects included: 1 )  creating a "map wall" in one corner of the 
library; 2) assigning reading and interest level to a collection 
of books used in the school 's intensive reading program;  3) 
making presentations to the clas·s�s as they came to the library 
for their weekly " library hour " ;  and, 4) carrying out an inven­
tory of the Acoma language materials. 

1) The first assignment for the library volunteers was to 
complete the creation of a "map wall" in one corner of the 
library. This involved learning to laminate maps, making 
legends, creating a large sign to identify the area, and mount­
ing all of these on the walls in the corner of the library. This 
project was completed by week's end. It gave a focus to the 
corner, where maps and atlases are located. The design inte­
grated postcards received by the school from various parts of 
the world, l inking them to their geographic location by means 
of a ribbon connecting the card to the spot on the map from 
which it came. 

2) The (K-8) school emphasized reading at every level by 
subscribing to a program called "Success for All ," designed 
to improve reading skills. Every child in the school partici­
pated daily in reading activities from 8 to 9 :30 a.m. A special 
collection of reading materials supported this program and the 
Elderhostel library volunteers were asked to identify and label 
each book in the collection as to interest and reading level. 
(For upper-grade students with low reading level, i t  is espe­
cially important to have materials that they are able to read, 
but which are not l imited in interest to the very young.) For 
this purpose, the librarian provided a vendor's CD-ROM 
database that included interest and reading levels. If the title 
was not in the database, one of the members of the group with 
experience in educational publishing was able to provide the 
needed information. The Elderhostel volunteers completed 
this project in less than a week. 

3) From the first day, classes coming in for their weekly 
library hour were turned over to one volunteer for story­
telling. For the kindergarten and lower grade classes, she sang 
and shared library books that were new to them. The experi­
ence with the children was extraordinary. In the l ibrary, they 
eagerly learned new song-stories, participated actively in 
singing along, and even sang two songs in the Acoma lan­
guage for her. The children in the middle and upper grades 
showed a great interest in learning to tap dance. The volun­
teer taught a simple routine. The lesson integrated the history 
of tap dance as a means of communicating among an enslaved 
people denied the right to their native culture. She empha­
sized meter and rhythm as musical elements as important as 
melody. And she choreographed a routine which, though 
simple, was based on the Zia, a traditional Pueblo design. The 
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dancing was very popular with the children and their teach-
ers. 

4) The inventory of the Acoma collection was not com­
pleted, at least in part due to an unexpected additional task. 
The volunteers were needed to complete the purchase of 
library materials when the purchase deadline was unexpect­
edly moved up.2 

The Educational Component 

At the very beginning of the week, group members were 
introduced to the program coordinator, a woman of Navajo 
and Acoma heritage, who remained with them throughout the 
week. She served as driver and constant companion, a trust­
worthy source of information, and provider of both informal 
and more formal education about Indian traditions, history, 
kinship ties, and spiritual beliefs. Not only did she present 
three hour-long lectures in the evenings, but was available all 
the time, open to all kinds of questions, and willing to pro­
vide answers from her personal perspective as well as from 
her traditional background. 

Acoma Pueblo 

The Acoma people are one of 19 "pueblo" communities 
in New Mexico. Each of the communities has as it� basic 
location a "pueblo," that is, a set of buildings built in layers, 
one atop the other. The Acoma Pueblo, now inhabited only 
part of the year, is often referred to as " Sky City," because it 
is situated on a high plateau, which protected it  from inva­
sion. Each of the pueblo communities is slightly different 
from the others, but they all share a long h istory, similar 
kinship ties and spiritual beliefs, and a history of subj ugation 
to the Spanish who invaded the area in the 1 6th Century. 

Ties of kinship are very complicated and very important. 
They determine who leads the community, who has a say in 
family decisions, and how power is wielded and order main­
tained. Community decisions are made, not according to the 
democratic principle that the majority rules, but according to 
a kind of consensus, where much effort goes into making the 
final decision acceptable to all. In cases of infraction of rules, 
the decision about the appropriate punishment is a matter of 
serious community concern. A solution to the problem is 
sought that wil l  serve to re-integrate the offender into the 
community in the best possible manner. Ceremony and ritual 
play an important part in the culture and nature is the su­
preme power. The Acoma are a matri l ineal people, with the 
lines of descent traced through the mother and the female 
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line. The newly-married couple moves into the wife's commu­
nity and the husband gradually becomes part of this commu­
nity. 

Like other pueblo commuhities, the Acoma have been 
affected by the world that surrounds them. Many of the young 
people have left the local area for c ities and have abandoned 
their traditional values. Although there are still individuals, 
even young people, who remain traditional in their outlook 
and l ives, many have come to some kind of compromise with 
the culture of the "outside" world and some have moved 
completely into that "modern" culture. 

Education of Indigenous People 

One of the coordinator's early lectures concerned the 
education of indigenous people, including the Acoma. From 
the middle of the 19th Century, the U. S. Government has 
provided education for Native Americans. 1 The purpose of 
this education was to assimi late the people into the main­
stream of European Americans as quickly as possible. Under 
the direction of the Department of the Interior, and specifi­
cally, the B ureau of lndian Affairs (BIA) Indian children were 
forcibly removed from their homes and taken to boarding 
schools, where they were forbidden (under threat of serious 
punishment) to speak their language or practice their religion. 
Many of the schools were run by church groups, some Catho­
lic, some Protestant. The chi ldren were taught Christianity, 
the i mportance of European-American concepts of cleanli­
ness, time, the rule of the majority, and, implicitly, the superi­
ority of the White race. Teaching methods were severe, with 
beatings, isolation, and scorn seen as necessary techniques to 
"civilize" the children so they could become productive 
members of American society. 

By about 1 924, the effects of this educational system 
could be seen in the complete breakdown of the family struc­
ture of the American Indians. Children raised in the boarding 
schools had no idea of how to be parents; they were al ienated 
from their own parents and had been raised in an environment 
totally lacking in the love and care they needed to raise chil­
dren themselves. They lacked any sense of cohesiveness with 
each other and had developed a strong sense of self-hatred. At 
about that time, " underground" movements to maintain tradi­
tional ceremonies led.to increased control by the BIA. But the 
native people began to seek a fairer educational system. This 
led to the establishment of day schools, which, while they did 
not greatly change the strategy of assimilation nor improve 
the punitive nature of the educational experience, did at least 
allow the children to l ive with their parents and to have some 
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exposure to their own culture. Nonetheless, the traditions of 
the Native Peoples were ignored with regard to land use, 
irrigation, and farming methods. And there were l imits to 
education for Indians. They were encouraged to learn a 
vocation, whether or not they qualified for higher education. 
Eventually, with community pressure, these barriers began to 
erode. Numerous indigenous students now attend university 
in their states, sometimes on scholarships, or they may attend 
one of the Indian tribal colleges. 

In 1968, at the height of the American Indian Movement, 
and before it  was taken over by violent factions, communities 
began to rebel. Through the next decade or more, there was 
increased empowerment of Indian communities. By 1 985,  a 
movement toward Community Schools had successfully 
emerged. 

Lest there be any misunderstanding about these schools, 
it is good to remember that they are sti l l  federally funded and 
therefore not free of federal control. The federal government 
pays the staff members directly and provides other support as 
monies become available and in the form of actual purchas­
ing rather than of fund transfers. The funding for purchasing 
can be erratic.2 

The difference between the traditional BIA boarding 
schools of the early 20th century and the (Acoma) Sky City 
Community School is extraordinary. Although ther!{ is a 
federal curriculum that is set, this is done with some input 
from the community. A majority of the teachers in the school 
are members of the Acoma community or other, neighboring 
native peoples. The l ibrary contains materials that allow 
children to find role models among their own people. The 
school provides employment for a number of well-educated 
community members. And the children are well-cared-for, 
fed lunches prepared on the premises by members of the 
community, taught in classes of small size (typically fewer 
than 20 in a class) by teachers of their own community who 
attend to their intellectual growth, and who take into account 
their physical, emotional, and psychological problems. 

The current movement is toward the establishment of 
contract schools, which will sti l l  be federally funded, but 
where the curriculum will be free of federal input, more 
community-oriented, and where funds will actually be placed 
in the bank for the schools. It should be stated that the Native 
Communities are always afraid of the complete withdrawal of 
federal support, fearing that Indian education, if left to the 
states in which their communities are located, would decline 
serious] y. 3 

The Cultural Component 

On Monday afternoon, the program provided an opportu­
nity to visit "Sky City, "  the high plateau where the Acomas 

have l ived for hundreds of years. Guides at the site shared 
information about the pueblo, about some of the traditions of 
the people, and about their l ife. The participants walked 
around the pueblo, viewing the 'hature of the buildings, open 
spaces, and learning some of the history of the Acoma 
Pueblo. 

Another half day, on Friday, offered participants the 
chance to visit two major museums. The Indian Pueblo Cul­
tural Center emphasizes the culture of the 19 pueblos, each 
with its artistic specialties and unique history. At the Albu­
querque Museum, the accent is more on the Spanish presence 
in the area and on the Western movement of the European 
Americans, including the founding of the city by the Span­
iards and its subsequent role in the development of the State 
of New Mexico. 

On Saturday, a tour of Santa Fe was offered. There, 
participants could view museums of Native American, Span­
ish, and modern art and history, see the layout of the city 
around its plaza, enjoy typical food of the area, and see the 
State Government buildings, built  in the Spanish Colonial 
Style. 

High Points of the Project Experience 

The preparedness of the librarian and other teachers and 
their knowledge of how to use volunteers successfully yielded 
a very high quality experience. The Elderhostel volunteers all 
felt they had done useful work and had really been able to 
make a valuable contribution to the school and the commu­
nity. 

In the classrooms, the children were extremely interested 
in the Elderhostel volunteers and what they had to say. The 
Elderhostel group members repeatedly remarked on the chil­
dren's behavior and attitude: respectful but affectionate, 
extremely polite, and attentive to all that was new. 

A birthday party held for the oldest volunteer, who cele­
brated her 89th birthday during the week, exemplified the 
personal nature of the experience. It was a double party, since 
one of the children turned 1 1  on the same day. It was there­
fore, the group was told, a one-hundredth birthday party! 
There were cake and soft drinks to celebrate the occasion, to 
which all the volunteers were invited. 

The accessibility of staff members was surprising. A 
teacher taught one of the volunteers the Acoma lullaby the 
children had sung. The principal made himself available for 
an interview about the school and community. The coordina­
tor was always wil ling to answer questions. The librarian and 
reading teacher, as well as the principal and the coordinator, 
all agreed to review this paper for accuracy. 
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Conclusions 

This experience highlighted the value of l ife-long learn­
ing. For all the volunteers, at an age when many would con­
sider them outside the realm of usefulness or ability to learn, 
a valuable opportunity allowed them to teach and to learn in a 
constructive manner. 

All fel t  the importance of service; the notion of giving 
back to the world something of value that would repay some 
of the favors received during relatively long lives. All en­
joyed the feeling of being able to make a contribution to this 
particular community, whose needs are great, but whose 
determination to succeed is outstanding. 

The specific learning - about Native peoples, their tradi­
tions, their culture, and their various ways of adapting to the 
western world, was integrated marvelously into the volun­
teers' daily lives. Respect for these traditions will always be 
of priority for these Elderhostelers. 

While each volunteer made small contributions: creating 
a map wall, ordering library materials, labeling a reading 
collection, sharing song-stories with children, teaching them 
to tap dance, working with teachers in classrooms, giving 
talks about polar bears, alligators, or dolphins, all came away 
feeling they had been both givers and receivers. 

A goal of this paper is to encourage others to continue 
learning and service: to find, to create, or to realize opportu­
nities for ourselves and others in order to be useful all the 
way to the end of life. 
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Notes 

1 .  From the time of Columbus' voyages, the indigenous 
people were known as Indians, then as American Indians. In 

EDUCATION LIBRARIES VOL. 25, No. 1 (SUMMER 200 1 )  

the 1 950's and 1 960's, with the growth o f  the American Indian 
Movement, the designation Native Americans became more 
acceptable to the group. In the 1980's and 1990's, various 
"tribes" or nations were identified as different from each other 
and by the 1 990's, the designation First Nations began to be 
used, especially in the Eastern part of the U.  S .  However, the 
term Indigenous People is still acceptable. At this time, 
according to the coordinator, any of these terms can be used, 
although there are some people who strongly prefer one or the 
other. This paper uses all of the terms as a way of acknowl­
edging them as acceptable to some, if  not all, indigenous 
people. 

2.  The erratic nature of federal funding became abun­
dantly clear to the library volunteers when they arrived at the 
school library on Wednesday morning of the week-long 
volunteer session. They found the l ibrarian eagerly awaiting 
them to hold a "Staff Meeting" to discuss an urgent matter. 
The principal had called the l ibrarian in on Tuesday evening 
after school hours to say that she was to be allowed to buy 
$ 1 2,000 worth of library materials, but that she had to spend 
the money by that Friday afternoon and could use no more 
than two vendors. In anticipation of the release of funds, she 
had already entered some $6,000 worth of orders into her 
vendor-supplied order system, where they were awaiting the 
approval of the business manager. However, she needed help 
to identify other items from flyers, recommended lists, and 
catalogs, to check the on-line catalog to avoid duplication, 
and to place the orders. The volunteers went to work looking 
through publishers' catalogs, searching the on-line catalog, 
entering orders into the vendor database (mentioned earlier) 
and passing titles not found there on to a local vendor repre­
sentative who showed up late in the afternoons with his laptop 
computer to place the remaining orders. 

3. It is possible for Native children to attend the public 
schools in their states. Only a few from the Acoma Pueblo do 
so. Many Acoma students stil l  attend the local Roman Catho­
lic parochial school. 
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