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Abstract

This study aims to adopt a perspective of “play” to explore the impact of toy libraries on
preschool children’s early literacy development. This study is qualitative in nature, taking place
in two toy libraries affiliated with public libraries which hold large-scale toy collections and have
offered long-standing toy lending services. Observations and interviews were conducted to explore
the caregiver-child interactions and conversations mediated by toy collections in toy libraries and their
impact on the development of early literacy skills. Study participants included 76 preschool children,
62 caregivers, and 7 librarians. Findings suggest that the impact of using toy collections in the toy
libraries on preschool children’s early literacy development included: print motivation, vocabulary,
oral language, narrative skills, letter knowledge (including English letters and Chinese characters),
and school readiness (including social skills, logical thinking, hand-eye coordination, attention and
persistence, creativity, and interest exploration). Meanwhile, findings also show that toy libraries
help alleviate family economic pressure and become a place for caregivers and preschool children to
socialize and share learning resources.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The emergence of early literacy is a critical
process in supporting school readiness. Early
literacy refers to preschool children’s prerequisite
knowledge related to reading and writing
development. To highlight the importance of early
literacy and to assist adults in building the early
literacy skills of preschool children, the Public
Library Association (PLA) collaborated with
the Association for Library Service to Children
(ALSC) in 2000 to promote the Every Child
Ready to Read @ your library (ECRR) project.
In this project, eight skills acquired through early
intervention were proposed: print motivation,
phonological awareness, vocabulary, narrative
skills, print awareness, letter knowledge, oral
language, and background knowledge (ALSC
& PLA, 2011; Chen & ChanLin, 2012; Ghoting
& Martin-Diaz, 2006). Libraries have been
encouraging preschool children and their families
to make use of various types of resources and thus
have served as ideal places for them to acquire
early literacy skills. Common early intervention
activities in libraries include storytelling programs,
reading bags, instruction manuals, and associated

teaching materials.

Studies on ECCR have reported that libraries
can use versatile practical activities to support the
development of early literacy. Regular activities
that contain the element of “playing” can represent
a practical approach in gaining early literacy skills
(ALSC & PLA, 2011; Ash & Meyers, 2009).
The IFLA Public Library Service Guidelines
also indicate that libraries are entitled to provide
toys and entertaining resources for promoting
reading habits and reading literacy. In practice,
libraries have started providing spaces, equipment,
as well as services related to “playing,” these
include interactive game sets, toys, and various
other games. Moreover, toy libraries that provide
preschool children and their family with playful
environments are free and fair to use. Preschool
children can explore and learn new skills through
toys and games. Of all library types, toy libraries
have attracted substantial attention from academia
because of their economic and social impact; for
instance, they relieve family financial stress and
encourage the adaption of civil values.

Taken together, both libraries and scholars
have begun acknowledging the impact of “playing”
on preschool children. However, research on
how “playing” could serve as a tool to promote

early literacy skills in librarianship is lacking.
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Additional studies on how preschool children
generate interactions and conversations related to
the development of early literacy skills through
play are warranted; these can thus provide
concrete evidence for the impact of play in
promoting early literacy skills in the context of
public libraries. Furthermore, Brock and Rankin
(2008) advocated that toy libraries serve as safe
places for preschool children and their caregivers.
To this end, exploring how libraries serve as places
for preschool children and their caregivers can
help highlight the theoretical value of toy libraries
and provide practical suggestions for improving
the services of toy libraries for preschool children.

2. Methodology

In this qualitative study, two affiliated public
toy libraries were selected as the research field.
Both these libraries have been in service for a long
time and possess comprehensive collections. Data
were collected using observational and interview
methods. The participants included preschool
children (aged under six years old), who borrowed
toy collections from the included toy libraries
and participated in activities held in children’s
play zones; caregivers (including parents and
grandparents), who accompanied these preschool
children to toy libraries and participated in
related activities; and librarians, who were in
charge of toy library management, toy collection
classification, and toy collection checkouts.
From the two libraries, 76 preschool children, 62
caregivers, and 7 librarians participated.

The lead author began data collection in
May 2018; the process was conducted four days
per week for one month. Data were collected

alternately from the two included toy libraries
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over different time periods. Nonparticipant
observation was employed to observe the actions
of preschool children and their caregivers visiting
toy libraries; the observation style was natural
and did not control or interrupt the participants’
activities. Through this approach, the lead author
could examine the real situation of how preschool
children and their caregivers played in the toy
libraries, including the interactions of preschool
children with people (librarians and caregivers),
things (games and activities), and objects (toys)
as well as the influences of toy collections on
preschool children developing early literacy skills.

Semistructured interviews were conducted
from the perspective of the caregivers and
librarians to understand the preschool children’s
behaviors and related ideas and to understand
more about the connections between preschool
children’s playing behaviors and learning of early
literacy skills (to study the cause and process
of the occurring events). Data collected were
compiled and analyzed using thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Kao, 2008). Triangulation
and transcription were used to investigate the
participants’ oral descriptions and increase the

validity and reliability of the study.

3. Findings

According to the analysis of the observational
and interview data, the toy collections influenced
the development of the following five early
literacy skills in preschool children: print
motivation, vocabulary, oral language and
narrative skills, letter knowledge (both in English
and Chinese), and school readiness. School
readiness refers to the prerequisite knowledge that

preschool children acquire before receiving formal
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education; it has a positive influence on learning
and daily lives by fostering logical thinking,
interpersonal relationships and sharing, eye-hand
coordination, concentration and patience, creativity,
and the exploration of personal interests.

Regarding print motivation, toy libraries attract
preschool children to the library through toy
collections and thus increase their interest in using
libraries. Preschool children are willing to be
exposed to books before, during, and after playing
with toys. They can form reading habits through
these activities. Moreover, the children selected
books based on the toys they liked to play with (i.e.,
these activities could help children explore the
types and topics of books they may like to read).
Simultaneously, these children could develop
cognition of the external world. Moreover,
through interaction and conversation with their
caregivers or peers, preschool children could
build vocabularies and improve oral expression
and description skills. As they played with toys
and participated in activities in toy libraries,
the children also developed letter knowledge
through stimulation.

Regarding school readiness, preschool
children could increase logical thinking skills
by playing with toys—an activity that requires
thinking. For preschool children who are still
establishing physical coordination, their eye-hand
coordination could be improved as they exercised
their hand muscles. The preschool children could
also cultivate concentration and patience as they
played with the toys of their liking for a long
period of time. They also explored creativity
and discovered personal interests as they played
with different toys. Notably, these children could

learn how to appreciate toys, communicate with

others, and learn about social etiquette. These
preschool children may thus subsequently be
able to familiarize themselves with group life and
improve their social communication skills.

Toy collections in toy libraries could thus
serve to enlighten preschool children and thus
nurture their early literacy skills. Nevertheless,
the guidance, conversations, and company of their
caregivers were also vital when the children were
playing at the toy libraries; similarly, interaction
with peers was essential. Preschool children and
their caregivers could become acquainted with
more people when they were in the libraries.
These libraries, therefore, were suitable for
socialization and resource sharing. Thus, when
preschool children are playing in toy libraries,
their caregivers also play a key role in aiding the
children’s development of early literacy skills.
Moreover, librarians were critical intermediaries,
connecting toy collection services to the preschool
children and their caregivers: they offered
assistance in locating resources and maintained an
ideal environment for “playing” and reading in the
library. Therefore, librarians and caregivers should
be aware of these values when helping preschool
children develop early literacy skills.

4. Conclusion
This study provides evidence that “playing” is

a feasible and practical activity in libraries that can
aid the development of early literacy in preschool
children. Moreover, toy libraries have advantages
of promoting social values and space reuses. As
a practical application, libraries should focus on
developing additional strategies for supporting
early literacy skills development in children; for

example, toy libraries can design toy collections
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such that they promote early literacy. This study
suggests that libraries should plan related events
based on current toy collections; for instance, toy
collections could be combined with storytelling
programs, or toy-related games and competitions
could be organized. Library toy collections
can also be used to promote reading and thus
incorporate book topics with corresponding
toys; this may help preschool children gain early
literacy skills and enjoy playing. In conclusion,
libraries can be an ideal environment for preschool
children to develop early literacy skills together
with their caregivers in a happy, interactive, and

appropriate setting.
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