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Abstract. Public libraries have always had a pivotal function within the
community. However, libraries are undergoing rapid changes, as are many
industries in a globalised world. Therefore they need to re-evaluate their oper-
ations and services to provide for the changing needs of their users. In this
paper, we describe a pilot study underway that measures the engagement and
impact of two library programs/services for young children and their families –
Giggle and Wiggle, and Story Time – that are offered by the Australian Capital
Territory (ACT) Libraries in Canberra, Australia. Exploring the impact of these
services will help in understanding the factors that ensure the sustainability of
public libraries and their engagement with the communities they serve. These
factors will focus on four key domains as have been identified from the litera-
ture: the educational, social, cultural, and economic impact these programs have
on their communities. The findings of this study are expected to generate some
practical strategies that public libraries can adopt to maximise community
impact and engagement.
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1 Introduction

People from diverse backgrounds engage with public libraries as libraries perform a
number of vital functions within the community. For example, public libraries provide
spaces for work, leisure and relaxation; and the digital divide is reduced through
equitable access to information, activities and resources [1, 2]. Public libraries also
offer a place where people can become part of the community, and connect with local
services. However, in an era of changing technology and ever-increasing user expec-
tations, public libraries need to remain agile to meet the evolving needs of the com-
munities they serve.

The aim of the current pilot project is to measure and evaluate the engagement and
impact of two library programs/services for young children and their families, Giggle
and Wiggle and Story Time, offered by Libraries ACT - Australian Capital Territory
(ACT) - in Canberra, Australia. Outcomes and impact of these two programs will be
studied across four domains: educational, social, cultural, and economic. These
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domains have been proposed in many library impact studies to be of great value in
determining impact (e.g. [5]).

Exploring the impact of these services is critical for ensuring the sustainability of
public libraries and communities to ensure development meets the needs of the present
community without compromising the needs of future generations. This pilot study will
also identify practical strategies that public libraries can adopt to evaluate and max-
imise the impact and engagement with their communities. Therefore, the study’s sig-
nificance is that the findings will enable public library sector administrators to have a
comprehensive view of the social, cultural, educational, and economic contributions
made by services such as the ones studied in this project. The administrators will also
be able to demonstrate the value of their library services in tangible terms to their
funding bodies across a wide range of impact domains.

2 Review of the Literature

The conceptual framework of the current study is informed by many landmark studies
in library services assessment (e.g. [3, 4]) and underpinned by the standards and
guidelines proposed by peak professional associations and/or government bodies
including Australian Library and Information Science Association (ALIA), the Aus-
tralian Department of Education and Training, and the National Early Literacy Panel
(NELP)-USA.

The conceptual framework is focused across four domains: educational, social,
cultural, and economic. These domains, in one or another form, have been identified as
being of great value in library impact studies. Examples include, a study by Huysmans
and Oomes [5], a study by Detez et al. [6], and a study commissioned by State Library
of New South Wales [4]. Our assessment will look at the gains in knowledge and skills
of children as linked to the six variables identified by NELP being strong predictors of
later literacy development. These variables include (a) alphabet knowledge,
(b) phonological awareness, (c) rapid automatic naming, (d) rapid automatic naming of
objects or colours, (e) writing or writing name, and (f) phonological memory. The
perceptions of participants in these programs (both parents/care givers and librarians)
will be explored around the four domains identified above.

The review of the literature indicates that remaining agile and engaged with
community might simply encompass provision of free internet services and training in
technology use [7]. But if public libraries are to maintain an image of being trusted
places [8, 9] then greater agility and new forms of service diversity may be required to
remain relevant to the needs of the communities they serve. For example, the ALIA
2014 futures report [7] recognises the need for more social and work spaces where
people can connect, or disconnect from the stress of being perpetually connected. Such
spaces may serve as an access point from which individuals can be encouraged to
connect with each other and to community programs [10].
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2.1 Value of Public Libraries

Public libraries form an essential part of any community. An indicator of this perceived
value is the willingness of community members to pay for library services. For
example, Oliphant [11] in their study of 1201 individuals, comprising both library users
and non-users, found respondents were willing to pay a median of $20 per year for
library membership. In another study, Barron, Williams [12] found that the key per-
ceived benefits of public libraries are that they: (1) nurture a love of reading, (2) help
people obtain a new job, (3) assist people in being more productive with their current
job, and (4) support them with life-long learning.

Other studies have examined the impact and engagement of public libraries with
their communities to assess their value. These research efforts have adopted various
methodologies including surveys of users and non-users perceptions of public libraries,
as well as the analysis of usage statistics collected by public libraries. For example,
Barron et al. [12] large online study of 3,689 public library users conducted at the
University of South Carolina found that public libraries had an impressive array of
positive impact on the community, not the least of which was the improvement in
quality of life reported by 92% of the sample. In another large study [11] 88% of
survey respondents reported that they, or someone in their household, had used a public
library in the previous 12 months. Participants in that study indicated having access to
their local library was important or very important, thus indicating the high value they
placed on public libraries.

Value of public libraries in terms of their social and economic impact on the
community is varied and well documented. For example, social impact includes pro-
motion of social cohesion and opportunities to work collectively to help build a sense
of local community [13]. Economic impact can include benefits to financial well-being
through the provision of access to financial information, job and career resources,
computer technology and services, and business resources [14]. Other impacts of public
libraries are cultural and educational [15]. For example, some cultural benefits to
communities include supporting and promoting learning and development, while
libraries can promote education and learning and are increasingly providing both adult
and child literacy skills development programs.

2.2 Impact of Public Libraries on Children

Public libraries play a major role in promoting children’s literacy learning. These
institutions expose children to print books as well as other literacy learning experiences
such as arts and crafts, songs, drama, storytelling, and puppet shows. Research shows
that the early years are crucial to develop literacy skills [16]. Children from environ-
ments lacking in rich language experiences have shown declines in tests of preschool
educational development [17]. These children often fail to catch up, thus falling further
behind in school achievement. As Burchinal et al. [17] elaborate, exposing young
children to quality language and initial literacy learning experiences begins in early
childhood.

Public libraries also have the potential for promoting emergent literacy skills and
pre-reading skills of young children (e.g. [18]). Many public libraries in Australia focus
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their early years’ programs to incorporate emergent literacy techniques. Emergent lit-
eracy skills refer to interest and enjoyment with books, phonological awareness, letter
knowledge, and vocabulary. It is an interactive and holistic approach to reading
development which emphasises the natural literacy behaviours of young children.
Many public libraries focus their early years’ programs to incorporate emergent literacy
techniques as it helps narrow the gap in academic achievements in later years for
students (e.g. [19]). For example, the Better Beginnings Project is a program linking
Western Australian libraries with primary schools to promote reading for enjoyment
and improve literacy skills among children [16]. Thus, library programs do more than
simply encourage a love of reading [20]; they also offer opportunities for children to
develop language and literacy skills which provides the foundations for success in
literacy.

2.3 Children’s Library Programs in Libraries ACT: ‘Giggle and Wiggle’
and Story Time

Two popular children’s programs hosted by Libraries ACT include Giggle and Wiggle
(G&W) and Story Time where the former is hosted for 0–2 year old children. During
G&W sessions, children and their parents/carers share songs and rhymes to support
language development. Songs and rhymes are important in the development of
phonological awareness. For very young children, songs and rhymes provide rich
linguistic, cognitive, and social stimulation for a young child’s developing brain [21].
Babies are quick to learn to discriminate between phonemes, which are the sounds in
words. Children need to acquire phonological awareness at the word level, that is, be
aware that speech is composed of a series of separate words. This awareness can be
promoted by rocking, clapping, or counting words in a spoken phrase or sentence [22].

The other program, Story Time, at Libraries ACT is an interactive session of stories,
rhymes and songs suitable for 3–5 year old children and their parents/carers. The aim of
Story Time is to encourage a love of books and to promote pre-reading skills, listening
and language skills. It has been shown that reading aloud to children improves their
pronunciation, comprehension skills and increases their vocabulary [16]. Rich language
experiences in the prior-to-school years plays an important role in developing chil-
dren’s literacy and vocabulary skills and are related to later literacy success [23].
Children’s books contain almost twice as many infrequently used words as adult
conversations therefore reading children books that have rich vocabulary are useful to
promote their vocabulary. Large vocabularies have been known to be linked to later
reading success [9, 24]. Stories stimulate children’s emotions and imaginations;
introducing them to conflict and problem-solving skills, adventure through real or
imaginary worlds, and supporting the development of empathy for others.

2.4 Research into Children’s Library Programs

Children’s programs have long been an important part of library services and due to
their long-standing traditions, many research studies have examined the impact of these
programs. For example, studies by McKechnie [25], Campana et al. [26], and Mills
et al. [27] represent that scholarly tradition. Campana et al. examined early literacy
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outcomes in library story-telling sessions, whereas Cahill [28] analysed use of language
in stories. Yet, in another study McKechnie explored the ways in which story-telling
can help to understand what transpires during these sessions and the contributions
made by these sessions to the participants.

However, the focus of these studies has been primarily on understanding the impact
these programs have on early literacy, or broadly speaking on educational development
of children. This line of enquiry is highly valuable but there is a need to examine the
impact of these programs not only on children but also on all of the participants,
including parents/carers and librarians. Furthermore, it is also important to understand
the impact these programs have across a broad range of domains including educational,
social, cultural, and economic aspects.

3 Project Methodology

The methodology to be used in this study will be dictated by the research aim listed
above, as has been recommended by others [29–31]). As such, a qualitative approach
utilising semi-structured interviews will be used to collect data from library program
participants, as well as the librarians who administer these programs. Both open-ended
and closed-ended (survey type) questions will be used. Open-ended questions will
gather participant and librarian’s perceptions about educational, social, and cultural
value of these programs, while closed-ended questions will help in gathering infor-
mation about their general usage and economic value. This methodology is consistent
with a majority of literature examining the impact of public libraries, and indeed it has
been argued that the qualitative methodology is best suited to examining the different
types of impact of public libraries [8, 32].

3.1 Participants

Two groups of participants will be recruited to share their stories in semi-structured
interviews:

1. 20–30 library program participants (expected to be parents/carers of a child) who
attend the two programs will be interviewed for their perspectives about the pro-
grams they have attended at the library with their young children. Interviewing
library program participants will allow the researchers to best explore the intimate
knowledge they hold of their experiences with these programs.

2. Around 10 librarians responsible for these programs will be interviewed to identify
and document their perceptions of the effectiveness of the programs they offer.

3.2 Data Collection

Research data for this study will be collected in December 2019 at those ACT library
sites where the two identified programs are being held. Ethics approval has been
obtained from the university’s Human Research Ethics Committee.
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A challenges foreseen during data collection is that fewer than expected participants
agree to take part in the study that can necessitate a longer data collection time period.
Another challenge will be that question wording can be challenging for participants
from different cultural backgrounds, and may necessitate use of appropriate
prompts/clarifications by the researchers.

3.2.1 Semi-structured Open-Ended Interview Questions
Semi-structured interviews have a predetermined set of questions. However, the
interviewer is not bound by open-ended questions as they only provide a focus for the
interview, while allowing the flexibility [33, 34] to follow leads from participants, and
probe for further information that might arise during the interview. Through inter-
viewing library program participants (parents/carers) and librarians in this study, the
effectiveness of the library services and the barriers and enablers to maximise
engagement with the community can be explored and described.

At the beginning of the interview, basic demographic data will be gathered from all
participants. Following that, a grand tour question will introduce the topic to begin
conversation. For example, library program participants will be asked: ‘Tell me about
your experiences of coming to Giggle and Wiggle and/or Story Time’, and librarians
will be asked ‘Tell me about your experiences managing Giggle and Wiggle and/or
Story Time sessions.’

Guiding questions will follow the grand tour questions as they assist to clarify what
was requested and guide the conversation [33, 35]. The following are examples of
guiding questions for library program participants:

• How long have you been coming to the library?
• What would you like/what could be improved?
• What other programs do you, or have you attended? Why/why not?

Guiding questions for the librarians will include:

• How do you decide what program to run?
• What is your perception of the success of the program?
• How long have you been involved in the program?

Finally, probing questions will provide back up and clarification to the grand tour
and guiding questions for both participant groups, and will add depth to the interview
data by asking the participant to be more specific [29, 33–36]. Probing questions will
evolve from the interview as it takes place and will include [33, 36]:

• Tell me more.
• Can you give me an example?

3.2.2 Closed-Ended, Structured Interview Questions
Structured closed-ended question will allow the researchers to measure the economic
value and the economic activity generated by these two programs as quantitative data.
All library program participants and librarians affiliated with the Giggle and Wiggle,
and Story time programs will be asked these structured interview questions to:
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The economic impact will be assessed using ‘Contingent valuation method’. This
method is considered to be a very useful and valid measure of public libraries’ eco-
nomic value (e.g. [37]), and is one of the best-known methods for assessing the
economic value of library programs. The method was originally developed for iden-
tifying the financial value of non-profit organisations and services [37] and is expected
to work well for this study’s purposes. By engaging this method, users will be asked a
hypothetical question ‘if this service is not funded by the government anymore how
much would you be willing to pay to maintain community’s access to this service’.
A cross check is that the economic activity generated involves assessing the real
financial activity in the form of exchange of goods and services, and that can be
calculated using ‘industry multipliers’ available from the Australian Bureau of
Statistics [38].

3.3 Data Analysis

All interviews will be digitally audio recorded with permission from participants, and
later transcribed verbatim. The gathered interview data will be analysed qualitatively
through thematic analysis, while the data from the closed ended survey type questions
will be analysed using descriptive statistical analysis.

4 Conclusion

Public libraries in the 21st Century are undergoing rapid change. Engagement and use
of public libraries is continually under scrutiny to determine the viability of this
community resource. Current programs and services need to be evaluated to ascertain
their ongoing service to communities. In this paper we described a current pilot study to
measure engagement and impact of early childhood programs for the communities
which they service. Outcomes of this study will enable us to better understand the
educational, social, cultural and economic impact of public libraries on the commu-
nities they serve. Preliminary findings will be reported at the conference.
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