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Exploring the Relationships between “Play” and
Preschool Children’s Early Literacy:

A Case of Toy Libraries
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Abstract

This study aims 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. This study was 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 activities in which preschool children participated in the toy libraries, roles of
librarians and caregivers in accompanying preschool children in the toy libraries, and
the impact of toy collections and related activities provided by the toy libraries on
preschool children’s early literacy development. Study participants included 76
children, 62 caregivers, and 7 librarians. The researcher employed the qualitative
thematic analysis for organizing and analyzing the data. Results of this study showed
that: (1) Activities in which preschool children participated in the toy libraries focused
on “play” and“reading”. “Play” varied according to the content in which preschool
children participated, the types of toys that children borrowed, and children’s ages,
where activity modes observed included: play that required basic operation, role play,
constructive play, and play with rules. “Reading” was a behavior stimulated through
storytelling activities, the guidance of caregivers, and the autonomy of preschool
children. (2) Roles that caregivers played varired according to the ages of the preschool
children and activites in which they participated. Varying from low to high levels of
participation, six types were observed: caregivers who waited, observers, directors, play
leaders, co-players, and stage managers. Librarians’ roles observed included: service
providers, managers, referees, facilitators, and emotion suppoters. (3) Using toy
collections had an impact on supporting preschool children’s early literacy development,
such as print motivation, vocabulary, oral language, narrative skills, letter knowledge
(including English letters and Chinese characters), and background knowledge
(including social skills, logical thinking, hand-eye coordination, attention and
persistence, creativity, and interest exploration). Findings of this study suggest that
future libraries weed and renew toy collections appropriately, incorporate the use of toy
collections for planning reading-related activities, increase the human resources of toy
librarians, and strengthen librarians’ professional knowledge. Suggestions for future
research include exploring the study of preschool children in a certain age group,

comparing toy libraries of different natures, and including perspectives of volunteers.
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