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Abstract 

This presentation discusses the role of toy libraries in providing access to play-

based early learning opportunities to young children. The need to scale up access 

to early learning opportunities resulted in the conceptualisation of non-centre-based 

early childhood development delivery platforms such as home visiting, playgroups 

and toy library programmes. This presentation explores the potential of the latter 

option. A critical aspect to consider is the inclusion of a variety of age, 

developmentally and culturally appropriate play materials. Play-based early learning 

sessions are supported by an administrative system. A newly developed framework 

of quality standards (FQS) for toy libraries provides guidance for setting up, 

maintaining and improving quality toy library programmes, which include play-based 

early learning sessions and a toy lending service. The FQS for toy libraries outlines 

how to operate and equip a toy library and includes administrative processes, play 

materials, management and a set of indicators of play-based early learning.  
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Introduction 

In this article the focus is specifically on access to play-based early learning 

opportunities. Given the impoverished contexts of most pre-school children in South 

Africa, it would be wishful thinking to assume that families could be the sole 

providers of these opportunities, and therefore the presentation looks at the 

provision of play-based early learning opportunities by toy libraries. Children learn 
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from their environments from the moment they are born, and this ability to learn 

must be ignited, safeguarded, nurtured and unleashed during early childhood 

(Dawes, Ebrahim & Seleti, 2013:66). Toy libraries provide play-based early learning 

opportunities, but to optimise these they need guidelines to ensure quality service 

provisioning (Department of Social Development (DSD), 2015:70). Based on 

research of toy libraries, this presentation sets out to propose a framework of quality 

standards for toy libraries that can be applied to the resourcing and management of 

toy libraries, as well as to the qualifications and training of toy librarians. 

Children living in poverty are constantly exposed to multiple risk factors such 

as malnutrition, poor health, harsh discipline, violence and lack of stimulation or 

early learning opportunities (Andersen, Black, Devercelli, DiGirolamo, Fernald, Fink, 

Grantham-McGregor, Lu, McCoy, Shiffman, Shawar, Vargas-Barón & Walker, 

Wodon, 2016:2). Globally a total of 249,4 million children younger than five years 

are at risk of not achieving their full developmental potential (Almeleh, Berry, Giese, 

Hall, Rosa & Sambu, 2016:9). The most effective way to mitigate the risk factors is 

to give children living in poverty access to essential early childhood services, such 

as early learning opportunities, during early childhood (Berry, Biersteker & Dawes, 

2013:26; Biersteker, 2012:53). Early childhood is the “period of human development 

from birth until the year before a child enters formal schooling” (DSD, 2015:11). 

Sustainable development Goal 4: Quality Education aims to ensure that by 2030 all 

girls and boys will have access to quality early childhood development, care and 

pre-primary education so that they are ready for primary education (United Nations, 

2015:19). Early childhood development lays the foundation on which the rest of 

primary education is built and must equip children with the needed skills to work in 

a fast and unpredictable changing world (Anderson, Care, Gustafsson-Wright & 

Kim, 2017:28; Golinkoff & Hirsh-Pasek, 2017:3855).  

Toy libraries are able to provide children with early learning opportunities 

through play-based early learning sessions. Toy libraries started in Los Angeles in 

1935 and now exist in 30 countries across the world (ITLA, 2016). Toy libraries are 

also called Lekoteks, learning games libraries, toybraries (Chadwick, Jackson, 

Robey & Watjust 1991:28), toy lending libraries, play libraries, preschool lending 

libraries, play buses (Kapellaka, 1992:53), mobile toy libraries (Cotlands, 2016a), 

toy loan centres as well as active learning libraries (Active Learning Libraries South 

Africa (ALL-SA), 2012:1). They are defined as a community resource that: 
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 “… provides developmentally appropriate educational play materials to 

early childhood development service providers, parents or children. It 

may offer play and learning sessions, toy-making demonstrations, 

individual lending and/or lending to early childhood development service 

providers” (DSD, 2015:24). 

Toy libraries can be located in book libraries (Department of Arts and Culture, 

2015:35), hospitals (Barros De Oliveira, 2015:66), schools (Kapellaka, 1992:54) and 

in non-profit organisations (Cotlands, 2017). Toy library associations promote 

opportunities for toy librarians to network and to attend training sessions as well as 

locally and internationally organised conferences (ITLA, 2014a, 2014b, 2016:7), 

World Play Day and Toy Librarian Day are celebrated annually on 28 May by toy 

libraries worldwide (Cotlands, 2016b). The beneficiary base of toy libraries includes 

children, senior citizens, parents, community care and home visitor workers and 

professionals (Cotlands, 2016a:3; Seaton & Powell, 2007:59). The services offered 

by toy libraries include lending of educational toys and games (play materials), 

including specially adapted toys for children living with disabilities (Cottrell, 2013:1), 

which are appropriate in terms of age, development and culture (Gulker, Hsu & 

Nwokah, 2013:203) and promote respect and understanding of other cultures 

(Ozanne & Ozanne, 2011:275). Parent training, support and advice on appropriate 

play techniques are common services offered by toy librarians (Cottrell, 2013:1). 

Toy libraries also plan social events for families (Ozanne & Ozanne, 2011:270). 

Mobile toy libraries increase access to play materials and play-based early learning 

sessions by taking the service to remote, hard-to-reach and underserviced areas 

(DSD, 2015:104). They also offer toy-making workshops and recycle second-hand 

toys for their own use or for sale (Livingstone, 2016:1) and opportunities for children 

to play at the toy library in come-and-play or play-based early learning sessions 

(Cotlands, 2016a:3). Finally, toy libraries teach children about being responsible 

citizens and about good stewardship linked to values such as honesty, caring and 

sharing (Ozanne & Ozanne, 2011:274). Toy libraries nurture a giving society by 

encouraging donations of toys and sharing of collective public goods (Ozanne & 

Ozanne, 2011:273). 
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Toy library programmes may experience a range of challenges such as 

accessibility, funding, underuse of services, staffing, career pathing and absence of 

accredited toy librarian training courses (Cotlands, 2016b). 

Children have the right to be given opportunities and safe spaces to play 

(United Nations, 1989:9). Play activities and play materials look different and are 

valued differently in different cultures (Boyette, 2016:760). Basilio, Kuvalja, Verma 

& Whitebread (2012:24) insist that children must have access to a balanced “play 

diet” that allows time and space for physical play, play with objects, symbolic play, 

pretend or socio-dramatic play and playing games with rules. Since play is a natural 

activity, children take to it spontaneously – which makes it a powerful learning tool. 

Carlina Rinaldi, the president of Reggio Children, used a powerful metaphor to 

represent the undeniable and powerful interplay that exists between play and 

learning, especially during the early childhood years (The LEGO Foundation, 

2017:13): 

“Play and learning are like the wings of a butterfly – one cannot exist 

without the other”. 

Combining play and learning benefits children’s cognitive, social, emotional and 

physical development (Baker, Ertel, Krechevsky, Mardell, Ryan & Wilson (2016:4). 

The implementation of a play-based pedagogy is explained in Figure 1 below. 

Play-based pedagogy lies in the middle of the continuum of play. This 

continuum, adapted from Almon & Miller (2009:13), illustrates how learning through 

play can either be loosely structured without an adult at one end of the continuum 

(Carvalho & Gosso, 2013: 2) or, at the other end, strictly controlled by an adult giving 

direct instruction, without any time for play and with no room for learning through 

exploration. In order for play-based learning to flourish, a playful environment rich 

in child-directed play (Anderson, Sharp & Spainhower, 2014:14) with carefully 

selected age, developmentally and culturally appropriate play materials are critical 

(Koschel, Gulker et al., 2013:212; Trawick-Smith, Vallarelli & Wolff, 2014:249). The 

toy librarian guides the learning through play (Excell & Linington, 2015:197) by 

including rich experiential activities in the child’s environment and employing a 

range of strategies (such as demonstration and scaffolding) to direct learning 

towards the intended goal. Toy librarians should allow children to direct the play and 

create an environment that encourages play while guiding children’s play. 
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Play-based early learning sessions are characterised by being joyful, actively 

engaging, meaningful, iterative and socially interactive (Feigenson & Stahl, 

2015:94; Golinkoff, Hirsh-Pasek, Newcombe & Verdine, 2014:11; Piaget, 1952:21; 

The LEGO Foundation, 2017: 15; Basilio & Whitebread, 2013:77). The pioneering 

work of Baker et al. (2016:7) isolates indicators of playful learning. These indicators 

are grouped in three overlapping categories: delight, wonder and choice. Each 

category describes both observable (referred to as “feels like”) and psychological 

(referred to as “looks like”) states of mind that children experience during play-based 

learning. Where the categories overlap, play-based learning is likely to take place, 

as illustrated in Figure 2.  

Toy librarians must be skilled to implement a play-based learning pedagogy 

which needs to be informed by developmentally appropriate practice from the early 

childhood education field (Berkhout, Hoekman & Goorhuis-Brouwer, 2012:1326; 

Bredekamp & Copple, 2009:10).  

 

Research Methodology 

Seven toy library sites located in five provinces (Gauteng, Mpumalanga, Free State, 

KwaZulu-Natal and North West) in South Africa participated in the study. Four of 

the toy library sites were urban sites and three were rural sites. The participants 

included toy librarians, managers and parents. The toy librarians were purposively 

selected applying the criteria that play-based early learning sessions were provided 

to children younger than six years (Creswell, 2014:189). 

This study follows the qualitative research approach including the case study 

method (Yin, 2014:57). It is located in an interpretive paradigm (Creswell, 2014:7) 

and investigates the lived experiences of the toy librarian (Nieuwenhuis, 2016:53). 

This approach investigated complex toy library systems and toy librarian’s 

functioning within their natural, day-to-day toy library setting (Creswell, 2014:185). 

The toy librarians shared their perspectives through documentation, photographs 

and participation in the focus group discussions and observations (Creswell, 

2014:186).  

The data collection strategies included focus group discussions of 

photographs (Rule & John, 2011:66), document analysis (Creswell, 2014:192) and 

observations of play-based early learning sessions (Berkhout et al., 2012:1326). 
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The group discussion and observation transcriptions, documentation and 

photographs were analysed by means of coding (Yin, 2014:186). Member checking, 

prolonged engagement with the participants, triangulation and thick descriptions of 

the study were strategies employed to enhance the trustworthiness of this study 

(Creswell, 2014:201; Yin, 2016:161). Informed consent, voluntary participation, 

confidentiality and anonymity, privacy, safety and trust formed the ethical 

foundations of this study (Creswell, 2014:95, Yin, 2016:49). 

 The data was grouped into categories and refined into three themes, namely 

young children and learning, toy library operations and play-based early learning, 

and nine sub-themes emerged: academic learning, 21st century skills, 

administration, play materials, services, challenges, developmentally appropriate 

practice by toy librarian, play-based learning pedagogy indicators and 

characteristics of play-based learning (Yin, 2016:186).  

 

Results 

The results of the study are organised in three themes and sub-themes. 

Theme 1: "Young children and learning" explores what academic learning and skills 

of the 21st century children need to learn. Theme 2: "Toy library operations" explores 

the toy library operations in terms of administration, play materials, services and 

challenges. Theme 3: "Play-based early learning sessions" focuses on how play-

based early learning sessions are conducted in terms of developmentally 

appropriate practice, play-based learning pedagogy and the characteristics and 

indicators of play-based learning. 

 

Young Children and Learning 

New insights gained are that play and learning are seen as important elements in 

the toy library, as expressed by a participant:  

“We (toy librarians) show the importance of play and learning”. 

(S3P7;4;87)”. 

Play-based early learning sessions need to be structured within the curriculum 

frameworks of the The South African National Curriculum Framework for Children 

from Birth to Four, abbreviated as NCF (DBE, 2015) and the Curriculum 

Assessment Policy Statement Foundation Phase Gr R-3, referred to as CAPS 
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(DBE, 2011 a, b, c). Photograph 1 depicts children engaged in playing in a sandpit 

at the toy library. Stone, Wallace & White (2010:398) confirm that mathematical 

concepts such as volume and capacity can be learned while playing with sand and 

water. Children’s concentration and fine motor skills are developed when they are 

given an opportunity to access play materials such as portrayed in Photograph 2. 

The child’s concentration is focused as she has to connect the parts by clicking 

them into place, which in turn strengthens her fine motor skills (Aiyer, Grimm, 

Grissmer, Murrah & Steele, 2010:1015). 

 

Toy Library Operations 

Toy librarians need to be equipped with knowledge and skills and must be supported 

to provide quality play-based early learning play sessions. Access to early learning 

opportunities is increased when a combination of toy lending and play sessions is 

provided, as confirmed through the observations conducted during the study. 

Toy librarians need to include culturally appropriate toys and activities in the 

play-based early learning play sessions. There must be a sufficient quantity and 

variety of culturally, developmentally and age-appropriate play materials to ensure 

successful early learning. One participant emphasised that including play materials 

from the child’s culture is essential: 

“I often felt that children who are very unstimulated they tend to not have 

a good understanding on how to interact with the environment, they tend 

to be quite clumsy and disorganised. We often tell moms that their children 

need a sensory, rich environment. So they don’t need toys at the 

beginning stages, but things like playing with mud, sand and water play 

and having cream and foam and messy play and lots of rough and tumble 

play, swing, taking them to parks. Because what happens is that they 

come in and they are scared of everything and they don’t know how to 

interact with the environment, they don’t know how to play with anything 

as they’ve never been exposed, so the mom who doesn’t have a lot of 

resources at home, there are things that she can do with the children to 

make them developmentally appropriate and knowing how to interact with 

the environment (S7P1;5;74)”. 
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Lost, broken and damaged toys impact utility; addressing this problem requires 

timeous and proper management of the play materials: 

“It’s important to clean the toys which is why I wash them with sterilizer. 

Some just get wiped down and once everything is nice and tidy I then put 

it back into the box. So that the next person also enjoys using the toy 

(S6P8;6;82)”. 

Toy librarians need to be skilled at repairing and reconfiguring toys when pieces 

have been lost, so that the cost of replacing toys is minimised. Photograph 3 and 4 

illustrate how toys are repaired and cleaned. 

Children’s access to play-based learning opportunities is increased when the adults 

(parents, ECD practitioners or playgroup facilitators) are trained how to use the toys 

when playing with the children: 

“And we show parents all these games and they will say “Oh no, I didn’t 

know that my child had to play with this kind of toy”. I think they get so 

much joy in learning what the toy can actually do and what the children 

can learn from these kind of different toys (S7P1;3;23)”. 

The value and potential learning a toy may offer is severely reduced if the adult 

is unable to play alongside the child and guide the child’s play. When play materials 

are borrowed, the toy librarian is obligated to explain, demonstrate and discuss the 

play material with the adult, which is likely to increase children’s access to play-

based learning opportunities.  

“Play is important, especially here, they know which toys teach what” 

(S3P2;7;189). 

According to the participants, the frequency of changing the play materials 

affects utility. The more regularly the play materials are exchanged, the more varied 

the play-based learning opportunities will be. The borrowing period found ranged 

from two weeks to six months.  

 

Play-based Early Learning Sessions 

The way South African toy libraries provide play-based learning was found to vary. 

At one end of the spectrum, toy libraries lent play materials to parents for use at 
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home, trusting that children would learn as a result of playing with them. At the other 

end of the spectrum, children attended play-based early learning sessions facilitated 

by the toy librarian at the toy library. At three of the sites play-based early learning 

sessions were provided that varied in terms of duration, physical space and routine, 

planning and how the toy librarian interacted with the children during the sessions.  

Play-based early learning sessions lasted between one and a half to three 

hours. Children need time to play. Longer sessions provide more time to play and 

learn, provided that the toy librarian is able to guide children’s play. Toy librarians 

need training and support on how to set up and implement quality play-based early 

learning sessions. To achieve this a formal toy librarianship qualification needs to 

be developed that will equip toy librarians with all the essential skills and knowledge 

needed to manage the administrative aspects of the toy library, but also to select 

culturally appropriate play materials and provide quality play-based early learning 

sessions.  

The physical space and routine affect how play-based early learning 

sessions are provided. In larger toy library spaces, more children can be 

accommodated while maintaining the toy-librarian-to-child ratio. A ratio of one toy 

librarian to fifteen children allows interaction, whereas one toy librarian to a group 

of forty children results in far less learning-focused interaction. 

Children’s choices are limited by what is made available. In some instances, 

children had access to all of the available play materials, resulting in children 

aimlessly and busily moving on from one toy to another, without learning anything 

or the toy librarian offering any guidance.  

The routine during the session varied from being overly structured to being 

unstructured. Overly structured routines inhibited children’s exploration, resulting in 

children not freely choosing and moving around between the activities, which might 

impact their learning. However, in the more structured routines the toy librarian 

seemed to focus her attention on a “main activity” for the session and then aimed to 

ensure that all the children participated in that activity, allowing her to scaffold, 

demonstrate and have conversations with children as they played. On the other 

hand, in the unstructured play-based early learning sessions children explored and 

played freely. It was noticed during the observation that some toy librarians did not 

successfully guide children’s play due to lack of knowledge of and skills in guided 
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play strategies; this did not enhance children’s learning. This point is supported by 

the following comment: 

“Sometimes if a child isn’t coping with a specific game and they take it home, 

number 1 would (correct me if I’m wrong) but she would see what the child 

can do and if the child can’t, she will downgrade it, making it easier for the 

child so at least they can get success out of it. So instead of giving them a 

ten-piece puzzle, she might give them a four or five, to see that they are still 

getting success and it’s not completely overwhelming for the child” 

(S7P1;5;65).  

At one site the planning of play-based early learning sessions was linked to 

the NCF. There was no evidence that CAPS was used. At the other two sites 

offering play-based early learning sessions, activities were planned around 

cognitive, social, emotional and physical development. At two of the sites the 

planning was not systematic and the learning goals to be achieved at the end of the 

play session were not clear. The assumption was that children would play and learn 

simply because the play opportunity existed. 

An important finding concerned the way the toy librarian interacted with the 

children. The sessions need to be playful, exhibiting the indicators associated with 

choice, wonder and curiosity. The toy librarian’s ability to demonstrate, scaffold and 

participate in sustained shared thinking with children are critical elements required 

to create the link between learning and playing. Toy librarians become children’s 

playmates. The observed interactions showed some elements of demonstration and 

scaffolding, but no evidence of sustained shared thinking. Play-based early learning 

sessions are being provided, but the toy librarians' skills to guide children’s play and 

learning requires further strengthening through training and on-site support.  

The study revealed a clear and definite need for a tool to improve the 

effectiveness and efficiency of toy libraries. To this end, the framework of quality 

standards for toy libraries was developed. The FQS was strongly influenced by four 

critical aspects: experience in the toy library sector, the quality indicators relating to 

administration and programme delivery for early childhood education, the norms 

and standards for South African ECD programmes and the findings of the study 

described in this presentation. Its aim is to create benchmark for use by all 

stakeholders in the industry. 
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The play-based learning indicators describe what is observable when play-

based learning takes place. The FQS articulates what interactions are required and 

how the programme and activities need to be structured and outlines the role of the 

toy librarian during play time and how to guide children’s play.  

The FQS is intended to influence and inform those interested in setting up 

toy libraries to consider key programmatic aspects right from the conceptualisation 

phase of the toy library so as to ensure that play-based early learning sessions are 

embedded and consciously planned for in the toy library programme. It describes 

what is expected from a toy librarian and contains a comprehensive list of the skills 

toy librarians should possess. The job description and role of a toy librarian should 

include the various indicators in the framework.  

Toy librarians should be encouraged to use the FQS as a self-evaluation or 

reflection tool to improve their own practice and manage their own professional 

development. Managers can use the FQS to support and coach toy librarians’ 

professional development. In addition, it indicates the training and qualifications 

needed by a toy librarian. The various quality standards and indicators should 

become the course outline, shaping the outcomes and content of any qualification 

or in-service training modules of toy librarians.  

Toy library programmes need to be monitored and evaluated to ensure 

quality is embedded in the programme. The FQS also provides a useful tool for 

monitoring an operational toy library. It can be used to check compliance and to 

identify possible service delivery gaps, which can then be addressed and 

continuously and systematically improve the quality of the toy library programme. A 

toy library programme also needs to be evaluated periodically. The FQS provides a 

guideline of what outcomes to measure when planning such an evaluation. 

Continuous quality improvement initiatives ensure that toy libraries remain vibrant 

and relevant spaces, keeping up with changes whiles innovating and evolving the 

toy library programme.  

Donors wanting to invest in toy library programmes can use the FQS to 

determine the funding criteria and to monitor the progress of the funded toy library 

programme. 

The FQS includes three key quality components of a toy library: 

administration, environment and play-based early learning sessions. Optimisation 

of these three components ensures that the administrative processes support the 
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environment, which in turn strengthens the lending service and the play-based early 

learning sessions. Table 1 summarises the FQS.  

 

Table 1 The framework of quality standards for toy libraries  

Framework of Quality Standards for Toy Libraries  

 

Section 1: Administration 

1.1 Recordkeeping  

- Filing system to keep all records relating to the toy library 

1.2 Human resources  

- Qualifications of toy librarians 

- Orientation and induction of new toy librarians 

- In-service training of toy librarians 

- Supervision of toy librarians 

- Support of toy librarians 

- Performance management of toy librarians 

1.3 Financial management  

- Toy library budget 

- Accounting system to track income and expenditure  

- Cash handling system 

1.4 Marketing  

- Logo, brand and identity 

- Toy library association membership (proof, certificate) 

- Website 

- Social media presence 

- Marketing campaigns and collateral (pamphlets, posters) 

1.5 Technology  

- Computers, printers 

- Use of email  

- Use technology to manage operations (play material lending, stocktaking) 

 

Section 2: Environment 

2.1 Operations  

- Selection criteria for play materials to ensure they are culturally, developmentally 
and age-appropriate (include games and books) 

- Categorisation of play materials 

- Maintenance process of play materials (repairs and cleaning) 

2.2 Space and furnishings  

- Playful, inviting, safe, child-centred indoor space 

- Playful, inviting, safe, child-centred outdoor space 

- Child-sized furniture 

- Health and safety compliance (first-aid box, first-aid training, evacuation plans) 

2.3 Interactions (supervising children, discipline, staff-child & child-child interactions in 
terms of resolving conflict) 

- Supervision of children 

- Dealing with discipline guidelines 

- Positive  staff-child interaction  

- Child-child social interaction 

- Conflict resolution between children 

2.4 Programme structure  
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Framework of Quality Standards for Toy Libraries  

- Routine of play-based early learning sessions 

2.5 Activities  

- Physical development activities (gross and fine motor) 

- Social development activities (sharing, turn taking) 

- Emotional development activities (executive functioning, conflict resolution) 

- Cognitive development activities linked to NCF and/or CAPS: 
o Language activities (discussions, story reading, paging through books, 

phonemic awareness) 
o Mathematics activities (numbers, counting, measurement, graphs, shapes) 
o Science activities (exploration, experimentation) 

 

Section 3: Play-based early learning sessions 

3.1 Play time  

- Uninterrupted, prolonged, more than 30 minutes of free play 

- Stages of play are noticed and nurtured:  
o Unoccupied play 
o Solitary play 
o Onlooker play 
o Cooperative play 

- Varieties of play: 
o Physical play (running, jumping, kicking)  
o Expressive play (drawing, art, singing) 
o Fantasy play (make believe) 
o Digital play 

3.2 Guided play (observe, join in, direct children’s play through): 

- Observation of children’s play to inform role of toy librarian 

- Joining in play at appropriate time 

- Guiding children’s play using a variety and combinations of strategies, including: 
o Questions  
o Offering suggestions 
o Sharing content knowledge linked to what children are playing  
o Scaffolding 
o Demonstrations 

3.3 Play-based learning indicators 

- Evidence of “choice” play-based learning indicators: setting goals, purpose, 
challenges, negotiating, making and changing rules, having and sharing ideas, 
being spontaneous, choosing collaborators and roles, choosing how long to 
work/play, moving around 

- Evidence of “wonder” play-based learning indicators: exploring, improvising, 
learning from mistakes, inventing, creating, imagining, pretending, expressing 
excitement, trying, taking risks with materials, ideas, languages, processes, 
perspectives, music, names, symbols, words, stories, movements 

- Evidence of “delight” playful learning indicators: smiling, laughing, competing, joking, 
being silly, singing, humming, focusing attention, achieving, succeeding, 
anticipating, celebrating, being altruistic 

3.4  Characteristics of play-based learning 

- Joyful 

- Actively engaging 

- Meaningful 

- Iterative 

- Socially interactive 
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The first section of the framework focuses on administrative aspects of the 

toy library. Section two outlines the standards relating to the toy library environment 

and section three focuses on how play-based early learning sessions are designed 

and implemented.  

The FQS can be used during the conceptualisation phase of a toy library, 

when scoping skills and qualifications, for continuous professional development, 

monitoring and evaluation and to provide donors with funding criteria. It is hoped 

that the FQS will significantly contribute to setting the standards for toy library 

programmes, not only in South Africa, but also internationally, and will thereby 

enhance the overall quality of toy library operations and specifically promote quality 

provision of play-based early learning sessions. 

 

Discussion 

This presentation reports on the new insights gained as a result of the 

research. The literature does not focus on how to plan and implement play-based 

early learning sessions for young children at a toy library. Consequently, there is a 

lack of knowledge and skills on how to set up a session, how to manage the session 

and how to guide children’s play. Toy librarians need to be skilled on how to identify 

play-based learning by using the indicators and recognising play-based learning 

situations using these characteristics, so that they will be able to plan, set up and 

implement play-based early learning sessions effectively.  

Toy libraries are encouraged to stock not only commercially produced toys 

in the toy library and not to refer to their stock as “toys” but as "play materials", which 

includes culturally and age-appropriate play objects, games and books. Including 

books will positively impact children’s literacy skills and create a love of reading.  

While the literature does not comment on the use of digital play, toy libraries need 

to consider how to include digital play in the toy library. It may be that toy libraries 

promote concrete experiences as opposed to 2D experiences, but there may also 

be uncertainty surrounding this prominent aspect of play. Mobile services may be 

disrupted due to weather conditions, which requires toy librarians to find alternative 

venues on such days. Toy librarians need to comply with regulatory health and 

safety requirements, e.g. the contents of a first aid box. Additional services, such as 

health programmes, can be provided, but should be rendered by a team member 

other than the toy librarian. 
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Conclusions 

The Framework of Quality Standards for Toy Libraries is a valuable tool to 

ensure quality toy library programmes. Toy libraries provide play-based learning 

opportunities by lending toys or through play-based early learning sessions that are 

either provided in the toy library space or provided by a mobile toy library. A variety 

of play materials and activities are included in the play-based learning sessions. 

Play materials linked to children’s cognitive, social, emotional and physical 

development are used in the sessions, as confirmed by the findings. The 

assumption is that while providing a toy lending service without access to play-

based early learning sessions gives children some access to early learning 

opportunities, play-based early learning sessions increase children’s opportunities 

to learn essential skills through guided play. The toy librarian’s interaction with the 

children must include questions, demonstration and scaffolding techniques that 

enhance learning. Toy libraries can make play materials and play opportunities 

available through lending and by providing play-based early learning session. 

Quality toy library programmes are conceptualised, set up and managed using the 

FQS to either monitor or improve service provision as well as to capacitate toy 

librarians. They play a pivotal role in igniting, safeguarding, nurturing and 

unleashing children’s learning potential by giving thousands of impoverished young 

children and their families access to quality play-based early learning opportunities.  
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Figure 1 Play continuum (Adapted from Miller and Almon, 2009:12) 
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Figure 2: Play-based learning indicators (adapted from Baker, Ertel, Krechevsky, Mardell, 

Ryan & Wilson, 2016:7) 
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Photograph 1: Physical development 

(S1PH2)                                        

Photograph 2: Concentration, fine 

motor skills (S3PH8)                                        
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Photograph 3: Checking battery-

operated toy (S6PH14)                                        

Photograph 4: Washing toys 

when returned (S6PH6)                                        


