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Executive Summary 
 

A research study was conducted by researchers from the Schools of Information and 
Communication Studies and Education at Charles Sturt University in December 2019 to 
assess the impact and engagement of ACT public libraries with people in the community. 
Two programs offered by ACT Libraries were selected for this project: Storytime and Giggle 
& Wiggle. From the literature researched prior to the start of the project, four key 
community engagement and impact domains were identified and investigated: social, 
cultural, educational, and economic. A qualitative interview protocol was designed along 
with a quantitative component to capture information relevant to the objectives of this 
study. 

Data collection involved two groups of participants: (1) parents and carers of children 
attending Storytime and Giggle& Wiggle, and the (2) librarians group comprising of library 
staff members responsible for the delivery of these programs. Qualitative and quantitative 
data collected were analysed using thematic and statistical analysis techniques.  

This report presents some of the key findings and highlights key differences in how the two 
programs were perceived by the library staff as opposed to the program participants. 
Program success was perceived by librarians in terms of numbers, while program 
participants perceived success when the programs were deemed to be fun, educational, 
engaging, non-repetitive, and economically viable. Findings are discussed and aligned with 
the four study domains (social, cultural, educational, and environmental) in this report.  

Key recommendations to enhance community engagement are that libraries need to ensure 
that program content is targeted to the age groups expected to attend, and the 
songs/activities and the crafts successfully blend and flow with each other. For this to 
happen successfully, a blend of staff experience and continuity in program hosting will 
greatly help. The all-inclusive and diversely embracing nature of libraries and programs 
should also be made broadly evident to attract all segments of community. 
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Introduction 
 

In an ever-changing world, public libraries have needed to continually evolve in recent times 
to remain relevant and continue to meet the needs of their customers (ALIA, 2017). While 
books are still central to the library, public libraries also foster a learning and build 
community (Anthony, 2013). The key to remaining is remaining relevant is that public 
libraries need to listen carefully to the needs of their users (Scott, 2011).  

In this study we aimed to better understand the relationship of public library’s early 
childhood programs on the outcomes and impact to learning and development of the clients 
who use these services, which, in this study, is young children and their families. Specifically, 
we aimed to identify librarians’ and family’s perceptions of the affordances of young 
children’s academic, social and cultural learning and development through two public library 
early childhood programs: Giggle and Wiggle and Story Time along with families’ 
perceptions of the economic influence for engaging in these programs.  

During December 2019, the first stage of a research study into the ACT Libraries Giggle & 
Wiggle and Storytime programs was initiated by researchers from the Schools of 
Information and Communication Studies and Education at Charles Sturt University. This 
research study is part of the Community Engagement series that researchers are planning to 
conduct to study how people in the community engage with public libraries. 
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Research Methodology 
 

The conceptual framework for this paper was informed by many landmark studies in library 
and information studies (e.g., State Library of Victoria, 2011; Library Council of New South 
Wales, 2008) and was focussed across four domains: social, cultural, educational, and 
economic. These domains have been identified as being of great value in library impact 
studies (Huysmans & Oomes, 2013; Library Council of New South Wales, 2008). The purpose 
of this study was to explore the perceptions of librarians and families about the social, 
cultural, and educational learning and development that may occur through participating in 
early childhood programs offered by public libraries. The theoretical approach guiding this 
research was that librarians’ and families’ perspectives of the social, cultural, and 
educational opportunities and economic viability are shared through their experiences. The 
gathered experiences thus are from the librarians who plan and works in these programs, 
and from parents/carers who bring the children in their care to these programs.  

Participants  
Participants were purposefully selected using a convenience sampling approach (Patton, 
2015) to develop an understanding of their perceptions of participating in two public library 
early childhood programs. Data were collected across all six public library branches in the 
ACT that ran two early childhood sessions: Giggle and Wiggle and Story Time. The 
researchers and/or a research assistant attended 34 sessions across a two-week period to 
recruit participants. Librarians present at the various libraries were invited to participate in 
the study. At the beginning of the Giggle and Wiggle or Story Time session the librarian 
introduced the researchers and the research project and invited participants to approach 
either the researcher or the research assistant after the session. If a researcher was present, 
the interview was conducted in the library immediately following the session. If a researcher 
was not present, the research assistant collected participants’ contact details for the 
researcher to arrange an interview at a time and location that was suitable for the 
participant.   
 

Data collection  
Two groups of participants participated in semi-structured interviews and quantitative 
survey to share their perceptions:  

Group 1: Eight librarians responsible for planning and/or delivering these programs, and   
Group 2: Twenty-two parents/carers of young children who attend either Giggle and 

Wiggle or Story Time.   
 
Semi structured interviews were considered the most appropriate approach to gather the 
perceptions of librarians and parents/carers as semi-structured interviews allow for a 
flexible interview protocol which was useful to explore the in-depth understandings of the 
benefits of the services from the point of view of librarians and parents/carers. Semi-
structured interviews are appropriate for use in an exploratory study, where the researchers 
are attempting to gain some initial understanding of a situation. The semi-structured 
interviews had a set of predetermined questions that were used as a guide however, the 
interviewers were not bound by these questions (Berg, 2004; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 
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Finally, semi-structured interviews allowed the researchers to follow leads from 
participants, and probe for further information. Interviews began with a ‘grand tour’ 
question to introduce the topic and begin conversation (Seidman, 2013, p. 87).  
 
Librarians were asked the grand tour question, “Tell me about your experiences managing 
giggle and Wiggle and/or Story Time sessions.” Parents/carers were asked, “Tell me about 
your experiences of coming to Giggle and Wiggle and/or Story Time sessions.” Guiding 
questions followed the grand tour question that asked for participants to clarify their 
response (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Hatch, 2002) and explicitly discuss their perceptions of 
the social, cultural, and educational affordances of the early childhood library 
programs.   
 
Librarians were asked guiding questions such as:   

What is your perception of the success of the program?   
What educational benefits do you see of these sessions for program participants 
(both parents and children)?  
What social/cultural benefits do you see of these sessions for program participants 
(both parents and children)?   

Parents/carers were asked to talk about what they perceive to be the social, cultural, and 
educational affordances for learning and development that occurs as a result of Giggle 
and Wiggle and Story Time sessions along with the economic viability of participating in 
these sessions. They were asked:  

What educational benefits do you see from participating in Giggle and Wiggle and 
Story Time?  

Did you learn something that you can share with your children?  
Do you feel more confident to help your children learn?  
Do you think this program will help you spend more time reading, talking, 
singing, writing, and playing with your children?  

What social benefits do you see from participating in Giggle and Wiggle or Story 
Time?  
What cultural benefits do you see from participating in this program? 
Do you get to know people from diverse cultural backgrounds?  

  
All interviews were conducted by one of the three researchers. Research participants also 
completed a short quantitative survey to gather demographic detail and their perceptions of 
the economic viability of participating in these programs. In addition to demographic details, 
parents/carers were asked to consider in monetary terms what they estimate these services 
would be worth if delivered by private providers, and how much they would be willing to 
pay for these services.  
 
Prior to commencement of the interviews, participants were provided with details about 
the project and subsequently signed a form indicating their consent.  Interviews were 
digitally audio recorded with permission from participants (Weiss, 1994) and later 
transcribed verbatim by a professional transcription service. Ethical approval to conduct the 
study was obtained from Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee. 
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Key findings 
 

The librarians perceived the success of the Giggle & Wiggle and Storytime programs 
according to the number of attendees in a session, and the number of attendees who 
returned for subsequent sessions. From the point of view of program participants, perceived 
success was when the programs were fun, varied, economically equitable and provided 
educational value through learning opportunities.   

Looking at the programs through a social lens 
 
This research revealed that there were social benefits for both the children participating in 
these programs and for the adults who accompanied them.  
From the parents/carers point of view: 

o The library provides a change of social environment for parents and carers through 
attending an activity at a regular time.  

o These programs provide opportunities for adults to meet people from a range of 
different or similar backgrounds, make new acquaintances as well as meeting 
existing friends by attending as members of social groups like mother’s groups or 
cultural groups. One parent participant noted that when the children made friends 
at the programs, it helped parents make friends as well with the parents of that new 
friend. 

o The programs also provided an opportunity to connect with other members of the 
library community and find support from other attendees or the librarians as to 
accessing other library or community services.  

o Attendance at these programs also provided an opportunity for strengthening 
connections between the children and their parents/carers as they were engaging 
with the children through shared experiences. Irrespective of age and gender, it was 
noticed that the social impact was the same on all (with an observation that there 
was a greater attendance by females).  

o Socialising for parents/carers gave them a sense of membership to the library 
community.  
 

“The social benefits are also for the carers and grandparents and 
parents… they have a chance to just have a little quick yak before, 
and sometimes… So, it’s a very good extended family experience.” 
(Parent/carer 7)   

 

From the children’s perspective:  

o Children were provided a social context where they could explore opportunities to 
socialise and practice social skills as well as develop social competence and 
confidence.   
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o The children learnt social skills such as sharing, how to make friends, initiating and 
keeping a conversation. Regular attendance at the programs provided opportunities 
to see familiar faces among the other children.  
 

“They learn how to make a friend in the group, how to make a 
conversation with adult as well, the storyteller. They're sometimes 
ask what's that in the book, something like that. They learn manners, 
sit down and focus, not just standing up, people can look at the 
storyteller. That's why I'm taking [my child] here.” (Parent/carer 1) 

“For my grandson, I’ve really noticed his social skills have really 
improved… he gets all excited and the ladies call him by name so it’s 
really good.” (Parent/carer 4) 

“With Story Time one of my wife's friends, we're almost always 
here. So, we don't coordinate it but you pretty much know they're 
going to be there.  They're all people who live very close to the 
library, like we do. Invariably you will run into someone you know” 
(Parent/carer 14) 

 
Looking at the programs through a cultural lens 
 

In this domain, cultural learning of all attendees was a key finding that emerged from the 
research data. Some key reasons for this learning were: 

- The inclusion of materials and activities from various cultures contributed to an 
increased awareness of Australian cultural heritage and other cultures. Such material 
could be presented by program presenters, or searched and read by attendees on 
their own. 

- This cultural awareness was also enhanced by meeting participants from 
multicultural backgrounds during the programs.  

“There’s a lot of cultural things they’ll do like stories with children 
from other countries and things, great…A lot of the children aren’t as 
multicultural…It’s lovely at that age group because they don’t see 
that. They just think ooh there’s another boy or girl to play with. It’s 
great that there is a mixture too, so they learn more about cultures.” 
(Parent/Carer 4)  

“Giggle Wiggle helps you feel part of the community that is diverse.“ 
(Parent/carer 12) 
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Looking at the programs through an educational lens 
 

In the educational domain, key benefits were observed for both parents and children who 
participated in these programs, and it was found that these programs were integral for 
children’s learning and development.  Young children learned through library programs:  

o Through rhyme, songs, books, and stories children learned concepts of print, 
extended their oral language and vocabulary, phonemic awareness, various uses of 
communication and language, literacy, comprehension, and numeracy skills.  

o Children had the opportunity to learn about the important role of public libraries as 
integral hubs in their community. 

o Children’s learning development was supported through participation in these 
programs as they provided opportunities to improve memory, attention span, brain 
development, and self-regulation. Moreover, fine motor development happened 
through the craft activities as they responded to the stories.  

“We are certainly learning to enjoy the process of - learning to enjoy 
and understand the process of reading and certainly with my 
daughter and my son after Story Time finishes we will often stay in 
the library for up to an hour or so reading books on our own.  
“They come home with a stash of books... So we're big, big readers 
and it definitely provides that kind of time, particular time during the 
week when we spend a lot of time on reading.  So yeah, that's 
obviously the huge one with Story Time.” (Parent/carer 8)    

 

For adults accompanying the children, they: 

o Rediscovered books,  
o Learned content to share with their children at home, 
o Had skills modelled that could be used at home to support their children’s learning 

and development, 
o Had opportunities for language learning (particularly for people with non-English 

speaking backgrounds).  
 

“I bring the children for the social aspect of it and also language, 
literacy, numeracy, all that is combined in one. Also, they benefit from 
colouring in and their motor skills, for the development of their motor 
skills.” (Parent 3) 
 
“We’ve been doing a bit more at home… these songs just encourage 
you a bit more – to do it at home.” (Parent/carer 9) 

  



  

8 
 

Recommendations 
 

There were some minor discrepancies between what was reported by participants, and the 
rationale and procedures behind the two programs as were described by the library staff 
members. A particular topic discussed by program participants was the content of Storytime 
with respect to the target age group, and their requests for maintaining connections 
between song choices, craft activities and the books read during the session. However, from 
the perspective described by librarians, connections already existed between these different 
elements of the program. To address this perception divide, libraries need to ensure that 
existing program component connectivity is successfully conveyed to the participants in a 
way that it is effectively perceived by the program participants also.  

Some of the other recommendations for improving the two programs Storytime and Giggle 
& Wiggle include: 

o Staff training.  
 
This aspect is discussed in terms of delivering these programs consistently across 
all branches and should be understood as a performance measure. There was 
very much a participant expectation that program host should be able to 
showcase their personality and approaches to reading different types of books to 
the audience. The level of presenter understanding of varying child learning and 
literacy in an audience was highlighted as a suggested area of improvement.  
 

o Program staffing and delivery.  
 
It was mentioned that the program host/presenters delivering these programs 
should enjoy the experience and have an affinity with or understanding of 
children. Early childhood expertise was suggested as a requirement of the 
presenter, and that the presenters should remain the same at a branch to build a 
sound relationship with the children and adult participants (carers/guardians).  
 
Establishing behavioural expectations of the audience by the presenter was 
another suggestion. This was in reference to eating during the programs that 
caused distractions for other children, and people talking on mobile phones. 
Consideration to the seating of children so that others are not obstructed by a 
child seated on a chair up the front, or when one child stood up was another 
suggestion.  
 
One research recommendation here is that repetition of the content can be a 
good thing as it helps children learn language and enables their participation. 
Therefore, some consistency in activities which are focused on learning 
development (such as languages) should be maintained.  
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o Inclusivity and diversity of library programs. 
 
There were several mentions of making the libraries more inclusive of minority 
groups such as different ethnic groups and homeless members of the community 
through programs. A suggestion was to feature songs at Giggle & Wiggle from 
different cultures. Broadening the available programs to include a program 
catering for older children who attended programs intended for their younger 
siblings was another suggestion. Finally, a participant suggestion was to continue 
the sessions during school holidays.  
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Conclusions 
 

Overall, the research data revealed similar findings by both program participants and the 
library staff involved in their delivery. Several benefits for both adult and child participants 
in the educational, social, and cultural domains were identified. These benefits included 
opportunities to interact with others, developing an understanding of library services and 
community, learning about diverse cultures, and improving literacy skills.  

Suggestions for improving the Giggle and Wiggle and Storytime programs focused on staff 
training and the ways in which the programs were staffed and delivered. Some of these 
suggestions were delivering programs consistently across branches, adding personality 
touches to delivery, understanding child development, enjoyment of delivery and regular 
presenters to build sound relationships with participants.  

On a broader note, some suggestions focused on inclusivity and diversity of library 
programs. Improving welcome of minority groups for accessing library services and 
widening the availability of programs for all primary school aged children were among these 
suggestions.  

 

“So it has always been Story Time for us and we've really enjoyed it.  I 
see it as really a priority.  Every week I've rearranged timetables to make 
sure we can fit in library time because I think it's so important to get kids 
loving books early and enjoying them and it's the perfect opportunity to 
return your books, to borrow more, to say hello to some other friendly 
mums and dads and get used to hanging out with other kids.  So very, 
very important and enjoyable.” (Parent/carer 8). 
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