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Over the past several decades, diversity 
has been a regular topic of conversa-

tion within academic libraries. Countless 
conference programs, publications, and blog 
posts address the need for more awareness 
surrounding the recruitment and retention of 
a diverse workforce, as well as the shaping 
of our collections and public services for our 
multicultural user communities.1, 2, 3, 4 

Despite this heightened attention, it 
remains difficult to effectively implement 
diversity initiatives in our particular libraries 
to support our particular communities, as 
populations shift and the pressures faced by 
students and co-workers change over time. 
Voluntary diversity programming is often 
underattended due to staff time constraints 
and mandatory training risks being perceived 
as formulaic, reductive, and administratively 
driven. 

To address these challenges, the ACRL 
Diversity Committee released the “Diversity 
Standards: Cultural Competency for Academic 
Libraries” in 2012. With strong support from 
our administration and clear guidelines from 
the standards, the University of Washington 
(UW)-Bothell and Cascadia Community Col-
lege Campus Library Diversity Team formed 
in the autumn of 2012. The team developed a 
plan informed by social justice principles that 
aims to forge authentic connections based on 
shared values and experiences among team 
members, library staff, and our community as 
a whole. We dedicated our work to revealing, 

interrogating, and working to remedy the 
imbalanced access to power that is always 
present—but largely unexamined—within 
those relationships. This article will describe 
our consensus-centered model, the design 
process and content of our trainings, our as-
sessment philosophy and methods, and our 
relationship-building focus on campus.

Planning and decision-making
Comprised of individuals from different 
departments and staff classifications, our 
team employs a consensus decision-making 
model to equitably distribute power and 
foster inclusion and active collaboration. We 
deliberately declined to appoint a committee 
chair in order to build an egalitarian structure 
that would encourage flexible member roles 
and unrestricted communication within the 
group. All activities and accomplishments are 
the result of deliberate listening and negotia-
tion between team members as we strive to 
address an endless list of possible topics, 
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activities, and methods. Absent any hierarchy 
within the group, all members are empow-
ered to express and consider a multitude of 
perspectives, resulting in shared ownership of 
decisions and actions. As we bring trainings 
and other activities to the library, we are able 
to present them as true collaborative efforts.
 
Standards-based trainings and 
workshops
During its inaugural year, the team’s most 
substantial accomplishments were two all-
library-staff trainings held in January and 
May 2013. In these trainings, we developed 
a foundation of knowledge and skills to be 
leveraged collectively in future conversations 
and actions around diversity. For guidance, 
we looked to the ACRL “Diversity Standards.” 
Using our knowledge of instructional methods 
and practices, we wrote learning outcomes 
for each training addressing these standards 
and guiding activity development. In addition, 
team members drew upon their creativity and 
experiences in prior diversity-related trainings 
to develop engaging and meaningful activities. 

In our first training, we concentrated on 
“Standard 1: Cultural awareness of self and 
others,” encouraging participants to explore 
their own cultural backgrounds as an essential 
first step toward developing a fuller cultural 
awareness of others. 

Recognizing the extent to which culture is 
present in our actions, values, and attitudes 
can be challenging, especially for members 
of dominant groups (men, white people, het-
erosexuals, the wealthy, etc.) as their cultural 
practices are often perceived as the norm. 
To address this challenge, the first training 
focused on understanding our campus de-
mographics (cultural awareness of others) 
and exploring our own individual cultural 
backgrounds through reflection and discussion 
(cultural awareness of self). 

The training began with a demographics 
“guessing game” in which staff compared 
their perceptions of campus, community, and 
library workforce demographics with actual 
historical and current statistics. This exercise 
highlighted the fact that our campus is increas-

ingly ethnically diverse, while our librarians 
and library staff remain largely homogenous 
(white and female). 

Next, we did a “cultural shield” activity, 
borrowed directly from a training led by inter-
cultural communication consultant Eric Davis 
at UW-Bothell in 2012. We asked staff to visu-
ally represent their understanding of family, 
fun, food, and heritage, and later share these 
cultural shields in small groups, discussing 
differences, similarities, and stories from their 
pasts. Based on observations, and both written 
and verbal feedback, participants relished the 
opportunity to reveal aspects of themselves in 
a structured and safe environment. They left 
feeling more aware of their culture and closer 
to their colleagues. 

Our second training, held five months 
later, focused on the power differences that 
arise at the intersections of individuals’ various 
cultural identities. We targeted “Standard 2: 
Cross-cultural knowledge and skills,” building 
a framework for thinking about the complex 
links between identity and power as well as 
how those factor in to cross-cultural com-
munication. 

We started this training with another statis-
tics “guessing game” in order to demonstrate 
how certain identities have greater access 
to positions of power (e.g., in government, 
higher education, etc.). Next, we brainstormed 
a list of identity characteristics ranging from 
the more-familiar race, class, and gender to the 
less-discussed veteran status, first-generation 
student, and even sibling order. Drawing from 
these identity characteristics, we explained the 
concept of intersectionality, which establishes 
how access to power in different contexts is 
influenced by multiple identities. 

To illustrate this concept, we discussed the 
experience of a hypothetical professor whose 
age, race, and gender play different roles in 
her ability to access power in the classroom, 
at faculty meetings, and with her family. Lastly, 
we divided participants into groups and asked 
each to analyze different scenarios in which 
individuals had complex relationships with 
power and authority based on their identity 
characteristics. The scenarios and subsequent 
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discussions gave groups time to explore the 
connection of power and identity and build 
empathy for others. 

Capitalizing on the momentum created by 
our trainings, the team launched a brownbag 
series in May 2013. Attendance is optional, 
and sessions are designed for library staff who 
wish to engage more deeply with diversity-
related issues. Our first brownbag focused 
on the impact of generational poverty on our 
students. We invited three guest speakers: 
two Americorps retention specialists from 
Cascadia Community College and an alumna 
with personal experiences of generational 
poverty. Part of the session was devoted to 
brainstorming strategies for improving our ser-
vices for economically disadvantaged students. 
In addition to this brownbag, we facilitated a 
workshop for instruction librarians on cultur-
ally responsive teaching and developed a 
diversity-themed display for the first floor of 
the library. We are building upon the cultural 
competencies cultivated over the past year 
with another all-staff training on culturally 
responsive listening, periodic brownbag ses-
sions, and other targeted workshops this year. 

Assessment
The team’s focus on assessment is driven by 
the desire to improve our work and respect-
fully engage with our colleagues. With the 
understanding that preferences vary when it 
comes to providing feedback, we offer staff a 
number of ways to share their thoughts and 
experiences. After each training or workshop, 
we distribute an open-ended questionnaire 
for participants to fill out or take with them 
and complete at their convenience. The team 
maintains a spreadsheet to track feedback 
received informally in conversation with staff. 
Furthermore, we conduct follow-up assess-
ments several months after a training to see 
how staff used tools or information presented. 
This also provides an opportunity to discuss 
other thoughts and observations staff may 
have had since the training. Our ongoing 
assessment process enables us to be in tune 
with our staff and adapt our approach as we 
feel necessary. Seeking staff input and using 

that feedback to shape our programming has 
contributed to the success of our work. It helps 
us remain engaged with staff and their needs 
while guiding our plans for the workshops, 
keeping the work personal and relevant. 

Relationship-building and outreach
While we work most closely with library staff, 
we also actively reach out to multicultural and 
social justice groups in our broader academic 
community to lay the groundwork for future 
collaboration and support. In our roles serving 
both Cascadia Community College and UW-
Bothell, as well as our ties to the larger UW 
Libraries system, we are uniquely positioned 
as a point of connection for many groups on 
campus. Team members intentionally visit 
spaces and attend events where diversity and 
social justice take center stage. This allows 
us to form relationships with like-minded 
colleagues as we demonstrate the library’s 
support for these communities and build our 
own knowledge base. These connections also 
help us contextualize our work and link it to 
campus-wide efforts. Each team member also 
serves on a related committee or liaises with 
an underserved population as part of his or 
her job responsibilities, further legitimizing and 
enriching our team roles. 

Conclusion
Building cultural competency among a library 
staff is complicated work that is never fin-
ished, as our staff and student populations 
grow and our understanding of the work 
deepens. Discussing difference, even in the 
most celebratory way, brings up feelings of 
guilt, exclusion, anger, and frustration that 
can be challenging to confront in the work-
place. We found that despite the challenges, 
however, this work is also rejuvenating and 
joyful. Talking about differences we nor-
mally minimize creates understanding and 
intimacy that make it possible to connect 
more authentically with our colleagues. Our 
assessments showed that staff members ap-
preciated structured time to share the per-
sonal experiences they would not normally 
feel comfortable bringing up at work. 
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Getting out into our campus community 
and attending diversity events and trainings 
led some students, staff, and faculty to feel 
more welcome in the library. Sharing our 
stories, supporting each other’s work, fos-
tering respect, and understanding are key to 
building cultural competency and a strong, 
just community. 
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and embed librarians throughout campus. 
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