Librarians Abroad:  Sharing Library Skills in Nicaragua
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My close friend, Jessica Haglund and a recent Simmons 

GSLIS graduate reading books to children

 in the rural town of Pochote, Nicaragua.

It can be hard to imagine, as we sit in our comfortable chairs in front of state-of-the-art computers, our expertise available to students and faculty, that there is a place where libraries and people like us don’t exist but are dreamed of.  There is a place where the vast internet and information overload are not a vivid reality but a desire.   As activists for free and open access to information, we librarians are making a difference in information-deprived communities and many more are answering the call to do so.   And it was in answering this call that I fell in love with a culture, a people and libraries.

San Juan del Sur, Nicaragua   January 15-25, 2008
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San Juan del Sur Biblioteca, San Juan del Sur, Nicaragua.

I left the cold unrelenting winter of Boston, Massachusetts for a place that I had never been before, nor had I ever imagined I would visit.  It was a country that promised hot sunny days, bumpy dirt roads and typhoid fever mosquitoes.  En Route, those were furthest thoughts from my mind. Instead, I was looking forward to sharing my skills with rural Nicaraguan communities.  During my second semester of graduate school, I answered the call to take a volunteer trip to Nicaragua to work at the San Juan del Sur Biblioteca, which needed volunteers with library skills.  I went with no expectations and no desire to save the world in 10 short days.  At first, I was not entirely sure how to be the most helpful, but I went with the desire to learn how.  As a fledgling librarian, I desired to help anyone have access to information; it is my belief that this is what makes our job so important, so impactful in the lives of others.  What I found were communities looking to start up their own small libraries, be it a single bookcase in someone’s house or a pick-up truck that comes by once a month with books, everywhere there seemed to be a desire for….books.  Children delighted in reading to you, putting on plays of their favorite books and creating Estabon El Plano (Flat Stanley).    My awkwardness as to how I could help disappeared as my trip took me from one grassroots library to another, and I was empowered by the discovery that books truly are tomorrow’s promise.  A difference was made on that trip, maybe small in comparison, but books were given, collection development was explained, care and preservation were taught and best of all there were the smiles…big ones…beaming ones…and many many of them.  In Nicaragua, I found myself among amazing people, true friends, a wonderful country and memories that will last me a life time.
[image: image3.jpg]



The Smiles!!!
Nicaragua’s San Juan del Sur Biblioteca e Movil
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Setting up the Proyecto Movil books at Pochote, 
before the onslaught of children occurred.
Established in 2001, the San Juan del Sur Biblioteca was the first Nicaraguan public lending library.  It currently serves 5,000 families, including 4,800 children, with a collection of 13,000 books.  On average the San Juan del Sur Biblioteca community borrows 600-800 books a month.  Jane Mirandette, founder of the library, also owns a hotel across the street from where the library first originated.  The Proyecto Movil, which was the idea of a volunteer librarian, is a mobile book project that now serves 31 rural communities in the surrounding areas.  The Biblioteca also provides the community with literacy programs and, mentoring and does outreach to other Central and South American communities.  Librarian volunteers are welcome at the Biblioteca and can work on many of its projects and go out on the book mobile all while staying at Jane’s Hotel Isabella.  
Librarians and Skill Share Initiatives
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Our group of library students (I am in the middle) and Biblioteca staff with            

founder Jane Mirandette (on far left).                                             
In a time when global economic difficulty reminds us of the importance of what we have, it also brings to light the value of what we know.  When donating money is too hard, donating time is more feasible.  Donating our time to train and impart our skills in countries where there are no library science degrees, makes a difference beyond any you can imagine.  Passing your skills on ensures the longevity of books within a community, as well as the availability and accessibility of appropriate information.   This type of skill-share is professional development of the richest kind.  When you become an active participant in our global community you learn more than could ever be taught in a classroom.  All over the world librarians are engaging in skill-share opportunities, helping grassroots library projects get started, become sustainable and trouble shoot infrastructure ordeals.  There are many opportunities for librarians to volunteer just pick a place and a time.  The project that I volunteered at is only one of several opportunities available in Central America.  So when you are contemplating what to do with your vacation time, think about using it to give back and join a volunteer skill-share program.  It will be a truly rewarding vacation.  
 Bon Voyage- Hannah
For more information contact Hannah Miller at hannah.miller27@gmail.com . 
