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PEER-REVIEWED

Tiny Hands, Big Impact
Play’s Role in Early Literacy
HOLLY SHORTRIDGE

F or babies and toddlers, play is a source of joy, a serious 
job to be done and a way of making sense of the world 
around them. To see young children at play is to observe 

the hands-on learning that will enable them to participate in 
society and live fulfilling lives, due in no small part to the effect 
of play in early literacy acquisition. 

The academic literature indicates there is a positive correla-
tion between play experiences and early literacy development 
for babies and toddlers. Therefore, engaging play opportuni-
ties should be incorporated for this group at the library, which 
serves as an accessible space for families and an invaluable 
resource for early literacy learning. 

Supporting babies, toddlers, and their families within library 
services to a quality standard requires an understanding of 
their needs, including the vital need to play. Literacy is rec-
ognized as beginning from birth,1 and as the brain creates 
more synapses in the first two years of life than at any other 
time,2 this is a crucial period in children’s development that 
deserves particular attention. 

This review begins by defining play for babies and toddlers, 
followed by an exploration of the connection between play 
and early literacy. It then examines the literature surround-
ing the library as a play space, and the current perspectives of 
the value and role of play in libraries, particularly regarding 
early literacy. 

Finally, this review looks at recent play-based initiatives in 
library curriculum planning, evaluating their overall impact 
and success in terms of early literacy development. Through 
synthesizing and analyzing the relevant literature and show-
casing the success of library play initiatives, this review aims 
to promote the excellent work that is already taking place and 
advocate for the continued and advancing inclusion of play in 
all library services for the early literacy benefit of babies and 
toddlers. 

Literature Search Methodology

The review of the literature began with the formulation and 
refining of primary and secondary questions. The primary 
question was, “How can play be incorporated into library ser-
vices to support early literacy development for babies and tod-
dlers?” followed by secondary questions: 

“What does play look like for babies and toddlers?” 

“What is the connection between play and early literacy devel-
opment?” 

“What is the role of play in the library?”

“What library play-literacy initiatives for babies and toddlers 
currently exist? Are these successful and why/why not?”

A search strategy was then devised based on each of these 
questions, identifying keywords and phrases and then search-
ing using databases, journals, Google Scholar, and a univer-
sity library’s discovery tool that allowed for the searching of 
multiple databases, journals, and other sources. The sources 
were screened for relevance, reliability, and usefulness, and 
resources deemed irrelevant or inapplicable were discarded. 
This search was limited to English-language publications. 
The ancestry approach3 was applied throughout the search, 

Holly Shortridge is Toy Library 

Officer at Randwick City Library 

in Sydney, Australia. She has 

recently completed a Master’s 

in Information Studies at Charles 

Sturt University.



Summer 2022 • Children and Libraries 13

Tiny Hands, Big Impact

so when highly relevant articles were discovered, their refer-
ence lists were examined for additional related articles.

Play Behaviors of Babies and Toddlers 
Play has been long understood by researchers as the way 
babies and toddlers (children aged 0 to 3) navigate their 
understanding of the world, how they learn, explore, experi-
ment, and develop cognitively.4 According to renowned child 
psychologist Lev Vygotsky, play is the “leading source of 
development in the preschool years” and allows babies and 
toddlers to learn through experiences.5 Play for babies (chil-
dren aged 0 to 12 months) begins with sensorimotor action 
schemes such as mouthing and banging, and gradually pro-
gresses to include more controlled and coordinated actions.6 

Babies primarily engage in “exploratory play,” exploring the 
world using their senses of touch, sight, smell, hearing, and 
taste, and, as their physical coordination advances, babies 
start to introduce objects into their play.7 Exploratory play 
typically begins around three months old and allows babies 
to access factual information about objects or concepts, pro-
moting curiosity and stimulating crucial neural connections.8

This sensory information-gathering for babies is just as valu-
able to development as later, more imaginative types of play.9 
Babies enjoy spending time with their parents and caregivers 
and benefit from an active adult role in their play. Supportive, 
responsive interactions with adults in games such as “peeka-
boo” help babies to focus their attention and use their work-
ing memory and self-control skills.10

Toddlers (children aged 12 to 36 months) are beginning to 
walk and talk and are taking strides in their physical and cog-
nitive development. While toddlers still engage in exploratory 
play, they are now developing the capacity for simple imagi-
nary play, which includes pretending, imagining, creating, 
and taking on the roles of others.11

From around twelve months old, toddlers begin to demon-
strate forms of functional play: using an object for its intended 
purpose as learned from watching others, such as drinking 
from a cup or pushing a toy car on the floor.12 Functionally 
exploring objects is a precursor to symbolic play, which devel-
ops at around eighteen months, in which objects embody new 
meanings in play, for example, a toddler playing with a block 
and pretending it is a car.13

Play and Early Literacy Development
For babies and toddlers, play and literacy are often entwined, 
and research supports a relationship between play and lan-
guage development.14 Literacy encompasses many skills essen-
tial to a successful life, as it is the basis for children’s ability to 
communicate, read, think, listen, write, and socialize effective-
ly.15 Literacy development begins at birth and links to language 

development.16 In fact, infants are tuned into language sounds 
even before birth and are born primed for language learning.17

For babies and toddlers, literacy learning is not dependent on 
formal instruction and does not include actually reading or 
writing. In fact, pushing babies or toddlers to achieve the action 
of reading or writing is not developmentally appropriate.18 
Babies and toddlers acquire literacy skills through the daily 
exploration of words, sounds, and language, through which 
they build an understanding of how people use various forms 
of communication to share meaning.19 Through their daily 
experiences, babies and toddlers encounter opportunities to 
develop literacy skills, mainly through hearing language spo-
ken around them.20 Therefore, it is essential to expose babies 
and toddlers to public library spaces where there are abundant 
opportunities to engage in meaningful and literature-rich 
activities. Such activities can help them develop the skills and 
attitudes that will lead them to become successful readers and 
writers and build a foundation to help them succeed in later life. 

Just as there are many different ways in which babies and tod-
dlers play, there are many different ways in which play influ-
ences literacy. Four emerging literacy skills that develop during 
the baby and toddler years are representational knowledge, 
concepts about symbols, book handling, and identification 
of environmental symbols, all of which can develop through 
play.21 As language is based on patterns, activities that include 
patterning and visual discrimination, such as block play, rein-
force pre-reading skills in a way that is appropriate and fun for 
babies and toddlers.22

A 2007 study found that the distribution of blocks and encour-
aging block playtime was associated with higher language and 
vocabulary comprehension scores (as determined by the num-
ber of words and sentences a child understands) in toddlers 
age 16 to 30 months.23 As parents in this study were given a list 
of suggestions of how they could play with their child and the 
blocks, the authors believe this activity was able to foster early 
literacy through giving the young children a socially and cog-
nitively stimulating constructive play opportunity conducive 
to literacy learning.

Symbolic play is also closely linked to literacy development, 
as both share representational and communicative qualities. 
When children use abstract signifiers to convey meaning, like 
speaking into a block as if it were a telephone, they understand 
that one thing can represent another, an important step in 
literacy development as it directly supports the understanding 
that abstract symbols, such as words on a page, have meaning.24

A study of the relationship between play, gesture, and spoken 
language in children ages 18 to 31 months found that sym-
bolic play is positively associated with gesture use, which 
in turn is positively associated with language knowledge.25 
Another study found that for children ages 6 to 18 months, 
the age by which they begin engaging in single-object play 
correlates strongly with the age of later-emerging symbolic 
and vocal outputs.26 The symbolic play context also promotes 
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communicative exchange between parents and infants, a pre-
dictor of language growth in early childhood.27

Adult interactive roles are pivotal in play and literacy develop-
ment for babies and toddlers, as they provide opportunities 
for speech and vocabulary expansion, and motivate babies 
and toddlers to explore language, as reciprocal interactions 
strengthen the neural connections in the child’s brain that 
support the development of communication.28 This connec-
tion between play, literacy, and the role of adults within play 
for babies and toddlers is one that easily lends itself to further 
examination within a library setting. Unlike preschools, where 
children must separate from their parents and caregivers, a 
library setting provides babies, toddlers, and their parents and 
caregivers with the chance to interact together within an edu-
cational and literacy-rich environment. 

The Library as a Play-Space 
The role of the library has evolved to become more than just 
a quiet repository for books, and many libraries now welcome 
the clamour and clatter of young children playing, understand-
ing that the library has a significant role to play in early literacy 
and child development. Libraries supporting play for children 
is not a recent concept, and there is a long history of including 
recreational activities in libraries as both an educational tool 
and a way of bringing in patrons, from puzzle contests in the 
1930s to video game collections today.29

Libraries are an everyday space that can transform daily expe-
riences into high-quality learning and engagement opportuni-
ties, enhanced by the incorporation of play. A recent study of 
the use of Play-and-Learn spaces in libraries found that having 
a dedicated space to play promoted the kinds of targeted inter-
actions between adults and children that support language, 
literacy, and STEM skills, suggesting that the library, as an 
accessible space, has the potential to address the achievement 
gaps between lower and higher-income children through the 
provision of play spaces.30

For babies and toddlers, the availability of appropriate library 
services to enhance early literacy is considered crucial by 
the International Federation of Library Associations and 
Institutions’ (IFLA). In its Guidelines for Library Services to 
Babies and Toddlers, IFLA acknowledges the significant impact 
that a child’s environment has on their development of pre-
reading skills and advocates for access to free public libraries 
for children under three as necessary to the enhancement of 
literacy in later life.31 ALSC and the Public Library Association’s 
(PLA) Every Child Ready to Read (ECRR) initiative also empha-
sizes that play is a valid and valuable component of early lit-
eracy learning by including play in its five components to build 
literacy, alongside talk, read, write, and sing.32

As libraries are an important educational environment where 
babies, toddlers, and their parents and caregivers can play 
and learn together, they have a unique opportunity to provide 

babies and toddlers with literacy-rich activities and also to 
share the value of play with parents and caregivers and explain 
the research-based link between play and early literacy. 

Many researchers agree on the role of play in the library, and 
the value of play-based early literacy learning. Knoll affirms 
that young children, and babies, in particular, are just devel-
oping their reading skills and should be invited as “do-ers” in 
the library, presented with opportunities to engage intellectu-
ally through the avenue of play.33 Rankin and Brock contend 
that library practitioners should provide young children with 
opportunities to play imaginatively in the library and that 
it is vital for early years librarians to create programming 
which allows for optimum learning opportunities for young 
children to contextualise early literacy through active play 
experiences.34

Payne agrees that play enhances early literacy in babies and 
toddlers and should be a core concept within library programs, 
maintaining that librarians can help inform parents and care-
givers that the best way to promote early literacy is to connect 
and speak to their baby or toddler during playtime.35 As parents 
and caregivers are the most significant adults in babies and 
toddlers’ lives, how they respond to and engage with their chil-
dren influences language development during the early years.36

Play-based programs for babies and toddlers at the library can 
assist parents and caregivers in understanding the direct link 
between play and early literacy and language, and encourage 
at-home practices that foster emerging literacy development. 
Ralli and Payne state that libraries have an essential role when 
it comes to promoting play through parent and caregiver 
engagement, finding that while adult interactions with babies 
and toddlers play a vital role in early literacy development, 
many parents and caregivers are unsure of how to engage with 
their babies for optimal literacy learning.37 Through provid-
ing information on how to interact with babies and toddlers 
to encourage early literacy development and modeling these 
engaging behaviors, librarians can assist parents and caregiv-
ers in gaining the skills and understanding of play that they can 
apply at home. 

Payne provides an example of a simple, one-minute play inter-
action between an 18-month-old child and a librarian during 
a play program where the child is stacking blocks, and the 
librarian communicates with them, using words relating to the 
child’s actions such as “I like how you’re stacking the blocks.”38 
Through speaking with the child during play, the librarian 
gives them new vocabulary or reinforces already familiar 
words. This form of librarian-child interaction helps to model 
interactions for parents and caregivers and promotes early 
language and literacy learning for babies and toddlers through 
social play experiences with toys.

Aside from creating a play space and engaging families, it is 
also essential that the library provides adequate play materi-
als suitable for babies and toddlers. Bastiansen and Wharton 
assert that the provision of toys and playtime for children in 
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the library is an enjoyable way to support early literacy. In their 
paper, they claim that as the public library is a free, safe, and 
accessible space for families, it often provides the sole access 
a child has to toys and unstructured playtime, especially for 
low-income families, and may be the only way parents and 
caregivers can access information regarding the role of play in 
child development.39

Knoll similarly argues that as many babies come from impov-
erished learning environments, for them the library is one of 
the few places where they can experience complex play ele-
ments such as toys, games, puppets, and other tools of explo-
ration.40 McCleaf Nespeca emphasizes the importance of toys 
in library programming for young children and urges librar-
ians to incorporate periods of block and brick play into library 
programming due to the correlation between constructive play 
and early literacy skills.41

Babies and toddlers being able to play within the library is a 
matter of inclusion and community development, in addition 
to being a positive force in early literacy development, which 
is strengthened further through programs and services that 
are directly targeted towards understanding and meeting the 
needs of babies, toddlers, and their families. 

Studies in Practice
Many libraries are embracing play as part of their mission 
to support babies, toddlers, and their families on their lit-
eracy journey. Below are descriptions of a variety of different 
library programs and services identified in the literature that 
incorporate play for children under three, looking at the types 
of play included, their influence in relation to early literacy 
development, and overall impact in the community. 

Evaluation 
All of these programs have an emphasis on parent and care-
giver involvement and education. For library programming 
with young children, parent and caregiver supervision is nec-
essary. However, these programs also provide families with 
instructional support on how to further their own play prac-
tice at home for early literacy, which led to positive feedback 
from families who had gained new ways to play and interact 
with their children, along with a better understanding of how 
these practices influenced early literacy development. 

Informal home literacy activities have a positive effect on 
children’s learning,42 and programs such as Baltimore County 
Public Library’s Storyville, which made resource materials for 
parents and caregivers and themed take-home kits available 
for checkout,43 help promote continued play-based literacy 
learning at home. In the Baby Builder’s Club, parents and 
caregivers were provided with a handout about the seven 
stages of block play, detailing what young children do and 
learn with blocks and how adults can support their play. The 

librarian provided further information about how block play 
stimulates the brain, which encouraged parents to interact 
more with their children and even experiment with creating 
their own block games.44

Racing to Read used tip sheets with ideas for play and engage-
ment to accompany the toys in order to showcase the vari-
ety of ways children might play with them and explain the 
skills they are building while doing so.45 Similarly, in the Big 
Brooklyn Playdate, signs were posted at each activity station 
to provide tips to parents and caregivers about things to say 
and ways to interact, and librarians and child development 
experts would be on hand to answer questions.46 Having 
this kind of expert help and guidance during playtime helps 
parents and caregivers to feel supported and understand that 
play is a rich learning activity and promotes the quality inter-
actions that develop literacy and language. 

As many families may have limited access to toys at home, 
programs such as Friendship & Fun with Little Ones, which 
have an emphasis on making toys out of convenient house-
hold materials such as cardboard boxes, along with teaching 
families about how to use these toys at home, help make sure 
that play is accessible to all families.47

Free play, rather than structured task setting, is associated 
with more favorable child-parent interactions and language 
use48 and opens up rich opportunities for symbolic play 
behaviors in toddlers.49 Most programs had at least one 
free/unstructured play component. All of the programs had 
a vocabulary-building element, due to the rich language 
opportunities provided through verbal adult-child interac-
tion and modeling of language. Vocabulary is a cognitive 
foundation of both reading accuracy and reading compre-
hension, as the more words children know, the more effec-
tively they will be able to begin decoding print once they 
begin learning to read.50 Providing a language-rich play envi-
ronment for babies and toddlers allows them to expand their 
vocabulary through exposure to new words and strengthen-
ing of familiar ones. 

Young children also acquire a rich vocabulary through music 
and movement play, as exposure to rhymes, and playing 
rhyme-action games familiarizes young children with sound 
patterns and syllables.51

In Baby Bounce and Rhyme, babies and toddlers were exposed 
to the sound patterns of different nursery rhymes and given 
musical toys to play.52 As this program was for babies, the par-
ticipants were too young to move their bodies in controlled 
and deliberate ways, and their bodies were manipulated by 
their parents and caregivers to follow the actions in the songs.53 
Hedemark and Lindberg argue that the role of the body in 
learning is valuable as physical motions are used to character-
ize the literacy practice taking place during library literacy 
sessions with babies and that the professional objective of the 
librarian is to contribute to early literacy by educating parents 
and caregivers on how to stimulate this development.54
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In Baby Bounce and Rhyme, the babies’ bodies became 
part of the play experience, and they were able to engage 
with the nursery rhymes as an interactive literacy experi-
ence. Mother Goose on the Loose is similarly designed to 
incorporate actions through interactive rhymes and move-
ment games and provides time for babies and toddlers to 
bond with their parents and caregivers through pleasur-
able physical interactions such as hugs and knee bounces.55 
Through the use of musical sounds and patterns, these pro-
grams encourage language use and help babies and toddlers 
to develop an awareness of sound patterns and syllables, a 
necessary precursor to phonological awareness, a key early 
literacy skill.56

A significant positive impact that these programs had on 
the community was that they brought more families into 
the library. Baby Bounce and Rhyme led to an increase in 
library use and membership,57 and Baltimore County Public 
Library found that after opening Storyville there was a surge 
in circulation and borrowing of library materials for young 
children and growth in patron numbers, with many new 
families visiting the library for the first time.58 Encouraging 
families with young children to visit the library through the 
inclusion of play experiences means that more babies and 
toddlers are able to engage with the library space, materi-
als, and resources, setting them up for a lifetime of literacy 
learning. 

Although there is much literature regarding library play pro-
grams, this review found no empirical research conducted 
regarding the long-term benefits of such programs for young 
children and families and their effects on literacy develop-
ment. This absence of research is likely due to the complica-
tions inherent in collecting empirical data about babies and 
toddlers in library settings, especially for long-term studies 
that would require a control group. Further research into this 
area could enhance understanding of how libraries impact 
early literacy learning through programming and services 
dedicated to babies and toddlers.

Conclusion
The library has a long-standing role as a place to play and an 
obligation to serve the community by providing opportuni-
ties that engage even the youngest of patrons and set them 
up for future success. It is observable from the available 
literature that incorporating play in library services opens 
up myriad literacy and language learning opportunities to 
young children during their most formative years, and that 
play programs are an enjoyable way for babies, toddlers, and 
their families to bond. Such programs bring new families into 
the library, encourage them to engage with library materials, 
and provide them with the knowledge of how to create quality 
at-home literacy practices. &
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