Joanne Schreiner
Service Learning Essay
Starting out with the Frank Lloyd Wright Preservation Trust
When I was a sophomore at East Leyden, my math teacher was extremely interested in
Frank Lloyd Wright. I remember having to watch four or five videos about his life and
architecture and doing projects based on him as well. We even went on a field trip to his Home
and Studio, and she personally gave us the walking tour of his buildings. Now I have no desire
in becoming an architect, but I did develop a large interest when I attended the Scholar’s Open
House last year and heard that volunteering at the Home and Studio was a service learning
option.
I am very active in my community. I work for my church and volunteer for different
events through them, and also I have helped out at the annual Special Olympics events in the
area (particularly the bowling tournament). When trying to decide which service learning
activity to do, I knew I didn’t want to spend more time in a library; I also knew that I never made
a great tutor because I could never explain things for others- I only could make myself
understand. So my two choices were the Gottlieb Pharmacy or the Frank Lloyd Wright
Preservation Trust. I figured that since I wanted to become a pharmacist that the former would
be great experience for the future, but it’s also what I see myself doing the rest of my life. I
wanted something unique, something different, something I never thought I would do in a
million years. Finding myself then drawn to the latter, I called up Angela Houghton, the director
of volunteers for the F.L.W. Preservation Trust, and told her I wanted to be a tour guide, a.k.a.
“interpreter.”
When I went in for my interview, I really had no idea what I had gotten myself into with
that call. Everything was so overwhelming and happened all at once. I felt like I was signing
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away all my free time for the next six weeks. The thirty five dollar manual alone was enough to
make my stomach turn. It was as thick as my Biology book, but at least in Biology, I was only
expected to know about a tenth of it in a whole semester! I began to doubt my choice and really
hit a roadblock. But, I had already signed all the papers, so I knew I had to stick with it, for my
own sake.
My first day of training was a Tuesday night in September, a gorgeous day to spend
outdoors and getting to know the other volunteers. They even supplied food and drinks- a
unique selection of sushi and lemonade. Yet for some reason I was not happy. I was the
youngest one there and felt extremely uncomfortable. It was like everybody there thought that I
was just another crazy teenager and not going to last. Or at least that’s what crossed my mind
every five seconds waiting for the evening to continue on past the food. What was I thinking? I
don’t belong here. I sat there extremely quiet questioning myself and even at one point getting
up to leave.
Luckily, a recent graduate of the University of Wisconsin sat down next to me; otherwise
I probably wouldn’t have stayed. We talked about the reasons we were there, and I again
somehow became excited about this new experience. The President of the Preservation Trust got
up and said a few words; immediately following her were our mentors, those who were going to
guide us through the next weeks of training.
All the new volunteers were divided into four groups, named after the influences of
Wright. I was part of the Sullivan Group, the last group to be called, and the largest. We were
taken through the house by our mentors who gave us a mini tour. That house at night is a
remarkable site; it’s a shame not many people get to experience it as the last tour is at four
o’clock. Afterwards we ended in the drafting room to wrap up. There we went around the circle
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and told our fellow group members about ourselves. I had the pleasure of going first. I couldn’t
ask for a better group; they were all supportive and impressed by me. That made me feel a bit
more comfortable than when the evening had started. And before I knew it, day one of training
was over.
Our next session was that Saturday, bright and early in the morning. Our mentors took us
on the tour they give of the house and the neighborhood, so we could see how it’s done.
Afterwards all the groups met at the Dole Library in Oak Park for lunch; there we had our first
lecture of the Frank Lloyd Wright Volunteer Course! And let me tell you, that felt like the
longest lecture of my life. I knew I wasn’t the only one bored out of my mind because everyone
was either asleep or getting coffee every five minutes to avoid the “bobbing of the head.” The
lecture was on the restoration of the Home and Studio, which can be interesting except for the
fact that the speaker, who was actually a person who worked on the house, took over two hours
just to describe half the tour. And myself, not being a morning person and in need of more sleep,
could not stay focused on a single thing that was said. When I asked my mentors about the
importance of the lecture, explaining my inability to pay attention and the fear of failing as an
interpreter because of it, they told me that this was the worst of the courses because this
particular speaker is notorious for long drawn-out speeches. Finally, an hour after we were
scheduled to leave, he wrapped up, and day two was done.
Days three and four of the training were the following Saturdays, and they were days
spent solely at the library and listening to lectures. However, the lecture on Frank Lloyd
Wright’s personal family life was extremely interesting given the fact that he wasn’t the best
family man in the world. Also, we were able to participate, getting to play with another one of
Wright’s influences-the Froebel gifts. From that I learned that I could never build a sturdy
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building! I definitely undermined the work that was to be involved in this experience, and as I
sat at the F.L.W. Preservation Trust School, I was eagerly awaiting graduation!
There was another Tuesday evening meeting at the Home and Studio the following week.
I was pleased because it was another opportunity for us to spend some more time in the house at
night. We were shown the different safety features and quizzed on emergency procedures for
when we were giving tours to the public. For example, we saw where all the working phones
were throughout the house, where the fire extinguishers and flashlights could be found and
learned emergency exit procedures.
The next class, to my enjoyment, was not lecturing based. We got to go on a field trip!
That Saturday afternoon our class went to the University of Chicago and took a tour of Wright’s
Robie House. I was really excited because when you take the walking tour in Oak Park, you see
Wright’s Prairie Style homes, but you never get to see the inside- unless, of course, you drive out
to Hyde Park. The only disappointing thing about this was the fact that the restoration isn’t near
completion; nonetheless, it was better than sitting in the library listening to more speakers. That
was actually my first time on the campus, and the old buildings took my breath away. We even
got to have lunch in the basement of Rockefeller Chapel, which was a little freaky, but the
building inside was even grander than the outside.
Our last official class was the following Saturday, and there was a lot of work to be done.
We were finally going to be tested to see how much we got out of the training. Each member of
our group was to present two rooms of the Home and Studio and two houses on the walking tour.
I remember having butterflies in my stomach. I was lucky enough to pull the first stop. There
the introduction and background information was given, and, not to brag, but I did extremely
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well. However, I didn't do so hot on the walking tour, but that wasn’t something I was very
interested in giving to the public anyway.
The last part of the training was a “buddy tour,” where each of us scheduled a time to
give both the Home and Studio Tour and the Walking Tour to an experienced volunteer. When
that day came I sat at my desk at work studying my note-cards and trying to cram. I was so
nervous because this was the person who would decide whether I am ready to handle the public.
I worked so hard for six weeks; I didn’t want to make a fool of myself and not have anything to
show for my efforts. I thanked God that I had a very nice and understanding buddy, who gave
me suggestions throughout and made the whole experience a lot easier. Needless to say, I
passed!
They even had a Volunteer Graduation for all of us at Pleasant Home in Oak Park. It
was the perfect ending to the training- all of us reunited to share our buddy tour experience on a
Friday night. My parents and everybody else there also loved the laid back atmosphere of people
just having beer or wine along with hors d'oeuvres, except no beer or wine for me, as I think I
was the only one not of age in attendance! They had a nice little ceremony, where all the
graduates were called up and given a tote bag with their diploma. Following, were group
pictures and more social time.
That next day at one o’clock was my first tour shift. Again the butterflies invaded my
stomach. But when I got there, like always, the other volunteers continued to be great supports.
I observed one of them giving a tour, and then it was my turn. I explained to my group that this
was my first time, and they were terrific sports. I stumbled a little, but all in all, I knew more
than they did and felt comfortable trying to bridge that gap. I didn’t even need those pesky notecards I made. Although, there was one man who disregarded the “this is a museum, please don’t
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touch anything” rule. And at the last stop of the tour he actually tried to lift up the table in the
Octagonal Library! I almost had a heart attack, I thought the Volunteer Police were going to
come and report me then and there. But, nothing disastrous came of it, and my first day was
finished as a somewhat success.
As of today, I only have done one other shift. Then I actually got to give two tours in the
same day, which is a lot better especially for beginners. And nobody tried to pick anything up!
Only it was a very ugly day outside; the rain made me change my whole tour, improvise, as I
was unable to do my full introduction on the steps. That led to more questions in the home, but
the fact that I was able to answer most of them gave me the best feeling.
It is amazing how becoming a part of such an organization can have such a great effect
on one as a person. I’ve given a total of only three tours after six weeks of training, but during
those three tours I was able to help those people experience something unique. I took people
from Oak Park, Chicago, Kentucky, Texas, even Japan and England through a world-famous
architect’s first Home and Studio. I was able to teach them things, sharing information that only
I knew at that moment in those particular rooms. Never in a million years would I imagine
myself doing this if it weren’t for the Scholar’s Program, and I have taken away so much
already, yet it’s only the beginning. In fact, this Sunday I’m looking forward to going caroling
with the other volunteers around the neighborhood. It’s really been an eye-opening experience
to life beyond school.
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