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SKILLS FOR COMMUNITY-CENTERED 
LIBRARIES: 

EXPLORING THE SOAR MODEL

Welcome!

This project was made possible in part by the Institute of Museum and Library Services 

[Grant #RE-95-17-0089-17].
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Institute of Museum and Library 
Services Grant

North American Partners
• Curriculum developed to provide 

frontline staff with community 

engagement skills

• The Free Library of Philadelphia trained 

over 300 full-time public service staff 

including librarians, library assistants, 

and municipals guards

• Seven other public libraries across the 

United States and Canada piloted this 

curriculum with library staff members
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What’s in it for the participant?

• Clarify the differences between community outreach and community 

engagement

• Share our community engagement strategies 

• Become familiar with SOAR, a strengths-based approach to strategic 

planning

• Discuss facilitation tips 

• Practice the SOAR model to create a vision and set priorities at your 

library

• Plan a community meeting using SOAR



What community engagement practices do 

you use to engage with your community?

Examples: community meetings, bookmobiles, working with friends, or 

shelving nonfictions books in a way that supports all reading abilities.

Please put your ideas in chat!

WARM-UP DISCUSSION
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Knowing what matters to your community helps you set 

programming and plan initiatives.

The big question is: 

How do you find out what your community members 

want?
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SOAR: STRENGTHS, OPPORTUNITIES, ASPIRATIONS 

AND RESULTS

One way to get a different angle on things is by using a 

SOAR Analysis. 

This is a strengths-based approach to strategic planning. 
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WHERE DOES THE SOAR FOR LIBRARIES COME FROM?

The Aspen Institute Communications and Society Program, in 

partnership with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, created 

the Aspen Institute Dialogue on Public Libraries to help 

advance the work that public libraries are doing to address 

community challenges and to support the transformation of 

communities and their public libraries in the digital age.

Aspen Institute, Dialogue on Public Libraries, and report, Rising to the Challenge: Re-Envisioning Public Libraries, (2014)

https://www.aspeninstitute.org/tag/dialogue-on-public-libraries/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/rising-challenge-re-envisioning-public-libraries/
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SOAR OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

This SOAR Analysis will give you a clear understanding of 

the current strengths in your community engagement 

practices. 

Then you will build on those strengths!
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SOAR LAYOUT

Strengths Opportunities

Aspirations Results



SOAR: Strengths

What is the library known for? 

What makes the library unique?

Please put your ideas in chat.

Let’s share our ideas!
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SOAR: Strengths

What does the community your library serves think your 

library does well?

How can we build on that together?
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Senior & Intergenerational Programming

Photos used with permission from Free Library of Philadelphia
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SOAR: Strengths

Parkway Central Children’s 
Department

Storytime

• Yoga Storytime, Music & Movement, 
Baby Lapsit, etc.

• Programming for children ages infant 
– 5 & their caregivers

Social Media

@ParkwayCentralChildrens

@freelibraryccd

@ParkwayCCD

Photo used with permission from Free Library of Philadelphia
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SOAR: Strengths

What key resources give the library an advantage to 

connect with their communities in a world where 

information resources can be found nearly everywhere?



Photos used with permission from Free Library of Philadelphia



SOAR: Opportunities

What are key areas of untapped 

potential for libraries?

Please put your ideas in chat.

Let’s share our ideas!



FREE LIBRARY OF PHILADELPHIA

SOAR: Opportunities

What community needs and wants could the library 

address?
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Hours and Accessibility

Photos used with permission from Free Library of Philadelphia
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SOAR: Opportunities

What community partnerships would lead to greater 

programming success?
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Bringing Existing Partnerships
into the Virtual Space

Philly Goat Project 

View the virtual program at 
https://fb.watch/70dFu260S6/

Photos used with permission from Free Library of Philadelphia

https://fb.watch/70dFu260S6/
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Creating New Partnerships Through Social 
Media Local author/illustarator Sarah Jacoby

Photos used with permission from Free Library of Philadelphia

Bringing Virtual Programs into Real Life

#FLPDogDays to “Free Library Dog Day”





SOAR: Aspirations

What is your community 

passionate about?

Please put your ideas in chat.

Let’s share our ideas!
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SOAR: Aspirations

What strategies and actions support our vision for a future 

library and community?
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SOAR: Results

Considering the identified strengths, opportunities, and 

aspirations, how will we know we are on track in achieving 

our goals? What results do we want to see?
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SOAR: Results

Photos used with permission from Free Library of Philadelphia
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SOAR: Results

How might we track the impact or changes that have 

happened? 
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Take and Turn – Learner Guide
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Join Us!
We’d love to share more about our 

work with you.

To be notified about the 

Skills for Community-

Centered Libraries 

curriculum release, please 

fill out this Google Form.

https://forms.gle/8EVGsaEZrEnf3zCU7

