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Critical Self Reflection Moving Inward to Provide Outward Service  

Xan Goodman  

Introduction 

The demographics of the United States are becoming increasingly more racially diverse yet 

librarianship remains a largely white and female dominated profession. If you identify as white, 

and have had the experience of being socialized in segregated environments this might influence 

how you provide library services to patrons, and it might influence your relationships with 

colleagues. There is some discourse in librarianship about race and the role of whiteness as a 

factor in the provision of library services.1. If you were socialized to view whiteness as universal 

and objective you might see color as something others have, and see color as unrelated to you.2 

This activity is meant to give white librarians coming from this perspective space to 

acknowledge this, to consider cultural background, and how you view whiteness.3 Likewise non-

white librarians might find value in reflecting on your identity, and how identity influences your 

work as a librarian.  

Librarians are service professionals, and we should cultivate sensitivity and awareness about our 

patrons’ cultural backgrounds, ethnicities, social and religious identities, as well as other 

intersections of identities like sexual orientation or socioeconomic status. Other disciplines, like 

education, social work, and the health-sciences, offer reflective activities to encourage service 

providers to think about their cultural background in order to improve how they interact with 

people they help, and the field of librarianship can benefit from more reflection like this.4 

Goals 

This activity is designed to encourage you to think visually about identity and uses images to 

create a collage. You can do this on your own or with other librarians. Melanie Tervalon and 



This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 (CC-BY 4.0). 
 

Jann Murray-Garcia might describe this activity as a step along the path of cultural humility, 

where an individual cultivates a practice of self-reflection in order to be a better service provider 

to patrons and colleagues.5 If you identify as a white librarian, consider how your experiences as 

a white person impact patron service or your relationships with colleagues.  

Guiding Questions  

These questions are designed to help you reflect about your cultural identity and whiteness.6   

This activity can be done alone or with a group. Use your answers to the questions below to help 

you assemble a collage.  

● If you identify as white, how would you describe your culture?   

● Do you know your ancestral background?  

● What is your family’s country of origin?  

● What is the origin of your family name?  

● What have been your cultural traditions?  

● In what ways do you identify with the geography of where you grew-up?  

● What was the role of women, elders, men, children, and others in your family?  

● Is education valued in your cultural background?  

● What are your religious foundations?  

● What cultural groups do you have experience with? 

● Have you lived or traveled to another country?  

● If you have lived or traveled to another country how did this shape your cultural 

identity?7 
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After you assemble your collage share it. In a group describe your collage, using the debrief 

questions below to guide your group discussion. If you do this activity alone, write responses in 

your notebook.  

 

Debrief Questions  

● If you identify as white how difficult was it to create a collage of your cultural identity?  

● Did you learn anything new about yourself?  

● Did you struggle to find images that represent the different dimensions of your identity? 

● Was the exercise easy? Difficult?  

● Did it help you think about the role of culture and whiteness in the library environment?  

 

Why do this activity 

If you identify as a white person you may not have taken the time or have been given the space 

to reflect on how your experiences impact how you provide service or how you interact with 

colleagues. In the context of the United States conversations about race are necessary and often 

absent. This exercise provides an introspective entry point into self-reflection that can lead to 

conversations about race with the intent to improve oneself as a library professional. 

 

Conclusions/thoughts for future reflection 

This activity is meant to help librarians to begin the work of cultural self-reflection for the 

purposes of practicing librarianship guided by cultural humility. Be open to sharing what you 

learn with others. Going through this process might bring up additional questions about bias, 

prejudice, and racism; tread into these realms with care and courage. To do this I recommend 
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reading some anti-racist literature: a good place to begin is with the work of Dr. Robin 

DiAngelo, Dr. Eduardo Bonilla Silva, bell hooks, and Dr. Stuart Hall. Keep a notebook of your 

progress as you question and learn more about your cultural heritage. You might also join one of 

the ethnic affiliate organizations or identity roundtables of the American Library Association to 

become involved in conversations about identity.8  If your library does not have an outlet for 

these discussions find other librarians in your area through your state run library association or 

other regional library associations.  

_______________________________________________ 
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