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My Experience: My Lens 

 

Total Time: 20 minutes 

 

● Purpose: Participants will reflect on their life experiences and 

discuss how these factors influence the way in which they view the 

world. Then, they’ll reflect on how these experiences impact their 

communication.  

 

● Materials: 

 PowerPoint slides loaded onto computer/projected onto screen 

 Flipchart at front of room 

 Markers for flipchart 

 

 

 

 

 

Slides to use Facilitator instructions/script 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

● Present Activity and Individual Work (5 minutes) 

 

SAY: 

 Turn to the 1st page in your Participant Guide. 

Can I have a volunteer to read the top of that 

page? 

Volunteer reads: Our cultures, races, faiths, socio-

economic statuses, neighborhoods, and life 

experiences— among many other factors—shape the 

lenses with which we view the world. These lenses 

then shape the way in which we communicate, 

whether we recognize it or not.  

 

How do we uncover what’s happening behind our 

lenses? One method is through introspection—looking 

inside ourselves and analyzing our own thoughts, 

feelings, and biases. Looking inward helps us 

understand how our lenses and life experiences impact 

the way we communicate with our library communities 
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(and our communities at large). We all see situations 

differently as a result of our varied lenses and life 

experiences.  
 

 Thanks for reading. This activity begins your 

introspective, reflective journey for the day.  

 

 When you look at the directions in your 

guide, it asks you to take 3 minutes to create 

a list of words or short phrases that you 

associate with the phrase “My Self.”  

 

 The slide up at the front of the room has an 

example for you. Notice that it has words and 

short phrases.  

 

 You don’t need to write complete sentences 

nor explanations. You can use any words, 

labels, job titles, etc., that you want to 

describe yourself.  
 

 Please note: this is different from the 

personal strengths activity that we did in the 

last workshop.  
 

 These words represent your identity, 

affiliations, and interests.  

 

 You can write down anything you want and 

don’t have to share anything you don’t want 

to.  

Time group for 3 minutes; give 1-minute warning. 
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● Small-group discussion (5 minutes) 

 

SAY: 

 Okay, that’s time. Turn to the person next to 

you, or two people next to you, and talk about 

the words you used. Choose the words that 

you’d like to share, only, and explain why you 

wrote those words down. 

 

 When you’re talking, note that one or two 

words have the biggest impact on your view 

of the world—they are your lens—and explain 

why to your partner.  

 

 We recognize that our world views are 

influenced by numerous aspects of our 

identity, but please select one or two for the 

purpose of time.  

Time for 5 minutes; provide 1-minute warning.  
 

Click to next slide 
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● Individual activity and small-group discussion  

(15 minutes) 

 

SAY: 

 Let’s take a deeper dive. Remember, there’s 

always more beneath the surface, and we’re 

trying to get to some of that today. 

 

 The 2nd page in your guide asks you to 

choose one of the words, or a set of words, 

from your debrief discussion for further 

reflection on how life experiences shape your 

relationship to others around you.  How do 
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your lenses impact how you interact with 

others?  How do other people’s lenses 

impact how they relate to you?   

 

Click to next slide. 

 

 For example, maybe you wrote “mother” or 

“biracial.” These are the primary lenses 

through which you see and experience the 

world.  

 

 You will share your thoughts with your table 

mates, so be sure to choose a word, or set of 

words, that you’re comfortable talking about. 

 

 The life experience, or experiences, you 

chose has had a major impact on you and 

has allowed you to connect to and have a 

level of empathy for people who have similar 

experiences.  

 

 Your job for the next 5 minutes is to write a 

few sentences about your word, or words.  

 

Set timer for 2-3 minutes; provide 1-minute warning. 

 

 That’s time. Before we share, I would like 

everyone to review our Ground Rules and 

consider how we can all be respectful 

listeners and participants.  

 

 Much of our discussion today will be about 

creating deeper connections through 

dialogue. Creating a safe space will allow you 
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the opportunity to connect with fellow 

participants, as well.  

 

 Now let’s share. Discuss your answers to the 

questions on the 3rd page of your materials 

with your partner. 

 

 When you’re done, we’ll come back together 

to share insights.  

 

 You have about 8 minutes. 

 

Set timer for 8 minutes; provide 1-minute warning. 
 

Facilitator Note: 3rd page questions are below. 
 

1. Explain how that life connection makes it easier for 

you to communicate with others with the same life 

experience. 

2. What experiences don’t you have that others might? 

How might that impact your lens of communication 

or your ability to be empathetic? 

3. How do positions of power that you and others hold 

impact communication? 

 

  Thank you for sharing everyone. When we 

gain a clearer understanding of ourselves, it 

makes it a little easier to gain clarity on 

others.  

 

TRANSITION, SAY: 

 For the next phase of today’s introspection, 

we ask: what might be some of the lenses 

that others have when they interact with 

people and the world in general? 



 
Skills for Community-Centered Libraries, Free Library of Philadelphia: the Iceberg 

 

 

Click to next slide. 

  

The Iceberg 
 Total Time: 30 minutes 

 
Purpose:  

 Participants will consider others’ life experiences 

using an iceberg visual. This helps to make 

participants aware of the fact that what we can 

see is only the surface of another person’s lived 

experiences. Participants will become aware of 

how everyone’s lenses and lived experiences 

impact communication and come to the conclusion 

that communication is many layered and complex.  

 
Materials: 

 PowerPoint slides loaded on computer/projected 

on screen 

 Flipchart   

 Markers 

 Participant Guides 

 Pens 

 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Facilitator instructions/script 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note to facilitator: During the iceberg discussion people 
may say, you can’t tell “x” about me by looking at me.  
When participants bring up this point, affirm that they 
are correct. We do not have full understanding of 
others’ life experiences, even for aspects that are 
“visible.” This realization is an important component to 
fully understanding the iceberg.    
 

Small Group Discussion (15 minutes) 
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SAY: 

 In our next activity we will take a look at the 

iceberg as a metaphor for an individual’s 

lived experiences.  

 

 The iceberg represents the fact that under the 

surface, there’s always more than meets the 

eye. 

 

Click to next slide. 

 

 Discussing the iceberg can bring up 

passionate conversations about race, gender 

identity, and power dynamics.  

 

 These discussions underscore each of our 

desires to be fully understood and not just 

have others make assumptions about us.  

This is true for our library patrons as well.  

 

 Because we only have 30 minutes for this 

discussion, I ask each of you to share your 

perspectives and experiences, but keep your 

comments brief. 

 

 If I remind you of a ground rule it is simply to 

keep our discussion moving along; it is not 

because we do not value your input or 

experiences. 

 

 We will be scratching at the surface today.  I 

strongly encourage you to continue this 

conversation with your colleagues.   
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 As humans, we constantly categorize 

information and make assumptions as we 

move through the world, and make decisions 

about what to do next, what to say, how to 

approach a problem, etc. 

 

 Our life experiences shape us to have a 

specific worldview. This worldview causes us 

to approach certain people or situations with 

assumptions. 

 

 However, these assumptions are often 

generalizations about a group of people and 

can be false. 

 

Click to next slide. 

 

 Part of combating false assumptions is 

realizing that we have them so that we can 

challenge them and correct them. 

 

 Challenging our assumptions starts with 

considering our own worldviews. 

 

 Our goal in this activity is to help you “go 

beneath the surface.” There are many 

opportunities to truly connect with individuals 

in your library communities when you have 

the tools to understand someone on a deeper 

level.  

 

Click to next slide. 

 

 Has anyone seen this kind of activity before? 
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 It’s used a lot when discussing cross-cultural 

skills and communication. 

 

 The basic idea is that we’re all icebergs! 

People can see a small amount about us, but 

underneath there’s a lot more information.  

 

 Could someone please read aloud about the 

iceberg on the 4th page of your guide?   

 

 On this sample version of the iceberg, there 

are physical characteristics—such as race, 

age, gender expression, etc.—above the 

waterline. These items above the waterline 

are what we can observe through looking or 

listening.  They are sometimes but not 

always, accurately interpreted. People make 

assumptions based on what they see, but 

these assumptions are not necessarily true. 

Who’s had an experience in which someone 

made an incorrectly assumption about your 

age? Or maybe your gender?  

 

 Below the waterline of visibility are the things 

we usually can’t see in others, like education, 

skills, housing status, wealth, religion etc.  

 

 I’d like you to turn to the 5th page of your 

guide to discuss the iceberg with your table. 

You are going to discuss ways you can go 

below the waterline to connect with your 

library community members.  

 

 Additionally, you will begin to think about 
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how awareness of the iceberg can help you 

better serve your library community.  

 

 First, put your Trading Cards in the middle of 

the table. I need one person to raise your 

hand at each table. 

 

 Person with your hand up—choose a card 

from the middle of the table! 

 

 Great! The person whose card you’re holding 

will lead the discussion! 

 

 You have 10 minutes for your discussion. I’ll 

let you know when time is up. Leader, get 

your group started. 

 

Set timer for 10 minutes; provide 1-minute warning.  

 

Iceberg Analysis Discussion Questions: 

1. Why is it important to keep this iceberg in mind 

when performing our daily roles at the library? 

How does it impact communication? 

2. What physical characteristics above the waterline 
may be misinterpreted? Why? 

3. People reveal more about themselves when they 

are comfortable and feel welcomed and valued. 

What are some of the specific strategies your 

library employs to create an inclusive, welcoming 

culture that shows patrons they are valued?  For 

example, do you have welcome signs with library 

hours and programs translated into multiple 

languages? 

4. Based on your unique community, consider one 
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additional way you could promote an inclusive, 

welcoming culture.  

5. Consider a patron or group of patrons that you 

have struggled to connect with in the past. What 

ways could you attempt to connect with this 

person or group in relation to their iceberg?   

 
 Debrief (5 minutes) 

 

ASK: 

  

 What else is interesting about the iceberg as 

a visual representation of human complexity? 

 

Field responses; emphasize that what we see is pretty 

small compared to all that we have inside of us. 

Icebergs, like people, have very strong foundations that 

we can’t see. Their “lives” are largely invisible, but that 

foundation is what moves it through the world, just like 

our foundations move us through the world. Going 

below the iceberg with our library patron provides an 

opportunity to understand our patrons more fully and 

the possibility to find more common ground or 

connection.  

 

 Thank you for your thoughtful responses. 

What are some other insights you have from 

your discussions? 

 

Field responses; capture on flipchart if necessary. 

 

Click to next slide. 

 

Slide 16 Individual Activity (10 minutes) 
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 SAY: 

 Now it’s time to do just a little more reflection. 

You’ll actually finish this activity for your 

Take and Turn assignment, but we want to get 

you started on it right now.  

 

 On the 7th page of your guide, you’re going to 

create your own iceberg. You’ll use ideas 

from the “My Self” word association activity 

and the “Life Connection” activity to begin 

filling out your iceberg.  

 

 Remember to be specific. Instead of writing, 

“religion,” note the religion with which you 

identify. You may place words wherever you 

like on the iceberg, either shallow or deep.  
 

 For some people, a word/idea such as 

“religion” might be under the waterline of 

visibility. For others, it might be above the 

waterline because it is expressed in their 

clothing or jewelry. 

  

 Everyone’s visible and invisible 

characteristics are going to be different. 

 

 Please begin your “My Iceberg” activity by 

writing three things you are comfortable 

sharing above the surface and five things you 

are comfortable sharing below the waterline 

of visibility. Take 5 minutes to complete your 

iceberg.  

 

Time group for 5 minutes. Give 1-minute warning.  
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 What did you write that you are certain 

impacts your communication with others? 

Take the next five minutes to talk with your 

group. 
 

Set timer for 5 minutes. 

 

Click to next slide. 

 

 

Communication: A Self Survey 
Total Time: 10 minutes 
 
Purpose:  

 Participants will reflect on their communication styles by 

completing a short survey and answering questions 

about it. Through this discussion, participants will 

become aware of how they communicate and see how 

it’s different from other participants. They’ll consider their 

answers in light of the previous activities examining life 

experiences and lenses. All of this is to encourage 

participants to understand the strengths in their 

communication styles and the areas that they need to 

grow and develop in order to connect with diverse 

audiences.  

 
Materials: 

 PowerPoint slides loaded on computer/projected on 

screen 

 Flipchart  
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 Markers 

 Participant Guides 

 Pens 

 Facilitator instructions/script 

Slide 18 ● Individual Activity (2 minutes) 

 

Facilitator Note: It is recommended to change up the 

groupings for the second part of this workshop.  This 

will allow participants to share with more people. 

However, it is at the discretion of the facilitator to 

make this change.  

  Turn to the last page in your guide. You’ll 

see a table survey there. It’s asking you to 

think about your conversational tendencies.  

 

 You’re going to read each statement and 

mark either “yes,” or “no,” based on how 

YOU think you communicate.  
 

 Take 2 minutes to fill out this chart about 

your conversation/communication 

tendencies. 

 

Set timer for 2 minutes; give 1-minute warning. 
 

 ● Small-Group Discussion (8 minutes) 

 

SAY: 

 Everyone put your Trading Cards in the 

middle of the table except for the last 

discussion leader. 

 

 Last discussion leader, it’s your turn to 

choose a new discussion leader, so choose 
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someone to lead. 

 

Allow a few seconds for this. 
 

 There are 3 discussion questions on the 

last page of your guide. New discussion 

leader, please start the conversation.  

 

 You have 5 minutes to focus on the 

questions, then we’ll debrief. 

 

Set timer for 5 minutes; provide 1-minute warning. 
 

Note to facilitator: list of questions below. 

1. How does knowing how you communicate 

help you to communicate with others? 

2. Why is it important to adapt to others’ 

communication styles or preferences in your 

day-to-day role in your library? 

3. How might an individual’s life experiences and 

lenses impact their styles of communication?  

 

Click to next slide 
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 Debrief (3 minutes) 

 

 That’s time, everyone. I’d like to take the 

last few minutes of this activity to hear the 

whole group’s thoughts on questions 2 and 

3.  

 

 Why is it important to adapt to others’ 

communication styles or preferences in 

your day-to-day role in your library? 
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 How might an individual’s life experiences 

and lenses impact their styles of 

communication?  

Field responses. Some examples might include: A 

person who has lived overseas may have an easier 

time talking with non-native English speakers; if you 

have experienced cancer you may be more 

empathetic to someone who is undergoing treatment 

for cancer; having a religious practice may create 

more empathy for life situations/struggles. 
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Part 1: the Iceberg 

Participant Guide 
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My Experience: My Lens 

Word Association Activity 
 

Our cultures, races, faiths, socio-economic statuses, 

neighborhoods, and life experiences— among many other 

factors—shape the lenses with which we view the world. These lenses then shape 

the way in which we communicate, whether we recognize it or not. 

 

How do we uncover what’s happening behind our lenses? One method is through 

introspection—looking inside ourselves and analyzing our own thoughts, feelings, 

and biases. Looking inward helps us understand how our lenses and life 

experiences impact the way we communicate with our library communities (and 

our communities at large). We all see situations differently as a result of our 

varied lenses and life experiences. 

 

Directions: Take three minutes to create a list of words or short phrases that you 

associate with the phrase “My Self.” Do NOT write complete sentences or 

explanations. You can use any words, labels, job titles, adjectives, etc., that you 

want to describe your life. (Examples: mother, singer, artist, baker, divorced, 

vegetarian, bilingual, gender-fluid, liberal, conservative, sports fan, religious, yogi, 

white, African American, etc.) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discuss: 

Talk with a partner or partners about what you wrote. Select the words/short 

phrases that have the biggest impact on your view of the world—your lens. 

Explain why to your partner. 
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Reflection Opportunity: Life Experience Connection 

Choose one of the words, or a set of words, from your discussion that you 

associate with a deep life experience you’ve had. For example, maybe you wrote 

“mother” or “biracial.” That is a primary lens through which you see the world. 

This life experience has had a major impact on you and has allowed you to have a 

level of empathy and connection with people who experience the world in a 

similar way.  

 

“My Self” word/phrase: ________________________________________ 

 
 

 

In the space below, reflect on how life experiences shape your relationship to 

others around you.  How do your lenses impact how you interact with others?  

How do other people’s lenses impact how they relate to you?   
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Discuss: With a partner, talk about your life experience connection.  

 

1. Explain how that deep life experience makes it easier for you to communicate 

with others with the same life experience. 

2. What experiences don’t you have that others might? How might that impact 

your lens of communication or your ability to be empathetic? 

3. How do positions of power that you and others hold impact communication? 
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Others’ Life Experiences: The Iceberg 

Discussion Activity 
 

The way we communicate and the beliefs we have are deeply layered. Our life 

experiences impact how we connect and communicate with others. At the same 

time, those with whom we’re communicating also have a lived experience that 

they’re bringing to the interaction. They also have lenses through which they see 

the world. Because of the different aspects individuals bring to an interaction, 

communication is complex.  

Before we get to strategies for clear communication, it’s important to take a 

moment and uncover the many layers and hidden experiences that impact 

communication. 

 

The Waterline of Visibility  

This iceberg helps us to visualize each person as an iceberg. You’ll notice that 

there are aspects of a person that we can see, which we may or may not see 

accurately because of assumptions we make about appearances. There are also 

other core values and individual characteristics that are brought to every 

interaction that we can’t see.  
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Iceberg Analysis Discussion Questions 

 

Analyze the iceberg by discussing it with your group. 

 

1. Why is it important to keep this iceberg in mind when performing our daily 

roles at the library? How does it impact communication? 

2. What physical characteristics above the waterline may be misinterpreted? 

Why? 

3. People reveal more about themselves when they are comfortable and feel 

welcomed and valued. What are some of the specific strategies your library 

employs to create an inclusive, welcoming culture that shows patrons they 

are valued?  For example, do you have welcome signs with library hours 

and programs translated into multiple languages? 

4. Based on your unique community, consider one additional way you could 

promote an inclusive, welcoming culture.  

5. Consider a patron or group of patrons that you have struggled to connect 

with in the past. What ways could you attempt to connect with this person 

or group in relation to their iceberg?   
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Notes:  
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My Iceberg 

Reflection Activity 
 

Directions: Create your own iceberg. Use ideas from the “My Life” word 

association activity and the Life Experience Connection activity to begin filling out 

your iceberg. BE SPECIFIC. So, instead of writing, “religion,” identify your religion 

as “Christian,” “Muslim,” “Jewish,” etc., on your iceberg. Include three items you 

are comfortable sharing above the surface and five items you are comfortable 

sharing below the surface.  
 

Discuss: Looking at your iceberg, which idea(s) did you write that you are certain 

impact your communication with others? How so? For example, if you’re a 

parent, you might find it exciting to talk about children with people and enjoy the 

opportunities to share stories about your children. 

 

Are there aspects of your iceberg that people rarely see? Is there something 

below the surface that you would like to connect with more people about? Are 
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there ways you can use all parts of your iceberg that can help you connect more 

deeply with your library community?  
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Communication: A Self Survey 

What do I do when I talk? 

What are your conversational tendencies? Read each statement. Mark X under 

Yes or No for each statement.  

 

I usually… Yes No 

Make eye contact.   

Use a calm, patient tone.   

Stay on topic.   

Turn my body towards the person I am speaking to.   

State as little as possible; I like to keep conversations 

brief. 

  

Purposely listen to make meaning of what is being said.    

Show interest by nodding, facial expressions of 

reaction, etc. 

  

Wait until the person is completely done talking to 

respond. 

  

Restate what the person has said for clarification.   

 
 

Discuss your answers with your partner and answers these questions: 

 

1. How does knowing how you communicate help you to communicate with 

others? 

2. Why is it important to adapt to others’ communication styles or 

preferences in your day-to-day role in your library? 

3. How might an individual’s life experiences and lenses impact their styles of 

communication? 
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Part 1: the Iceberg 
PowerPoint slides 
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MY SELF

My Self

Biracial

Immigrant
Master’s Degree

Mother

Sports Fan 
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MY SELF-REFLECTION

Which word, or set of words, has the biggest impact 

on your view of the world and why? 
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A PRIMARY LENS 

• Lens—A personal way of interpreting the world

Selected word: Mother

 

12

THE ICEBERG

Iceberg—A metaphor for an individual’s lived experiences. That 

is, if any individual were an iceberg, we would only see what’s 

above the water. Below the water are many more, rich lived 

experiences that we can’t see. 
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USING THE ICEBERG TO CHALLENGE ASSUMPTIONS

• Our life experiences and worldview cause us to approach 

certain people and situations with assumptions.

• Going beneath the surface and connecting with individuals 

gives us an opportunity to challenge false assumptions and 

understand our library patrons on a deeper level.

14

 

15

Waterline of 

Visibility
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MY ICEBERG

Male

Adopted

Depressed

Father 
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COMMUNICATION: A SELF SURVEY

I usually… Yes No

Make eye contact.

Use a calm, patient tone.

Stay on topic.

Turn my body towards the person I am speaking to.

State as little as possible; I like to keep conversations brief.

Purposely listen to make meaning of what is being said.

Show interest by nodding, facial expressions of reaction, etc.

Wait until the person is completely done talking to respond.

Restate what the person has said for clarification.
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REFLECTION

1. How does knowing how you communicate help you to 

communicate with others?

2. Why is it important to adapt to others’ communication styles 

or preferences in your day-to-day role in your library?

3. How might an individual’s life experiences and lenses impact 

their styles of communication? 

 


