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Role of libraries in the promotion of reading

and information literacy skills of children

Dr. G. D. Amarasiri*

Children represent an important segment of our society. Children have special
information needs specially based on their formal and informal education. To fulfil these
needs children need the guidance and support of adults specially teachers, librarians and
parents. Librarians have special responsibility to fulfil children's information needs and
promotion of their reading skills. Public libraries receive an important place in this task.
In addition, school libraries can play a significant role in this process. Parents also can
make an important contribution by providing a proper home environment and facilities for
reading and learning.

Most public libraries have separate children's sections. Children's section is an essential
part of the structure of a public library. Maintenance of a children's section in public
libraries is one important way of providing services to the children. Children's section
should be organized in such a way that children can be attracted to the library. Suitable
reading material and equipment required for children should be made available. Various
colourful pictures which attract children may be displayed in the children's section. In
addition, a collection of suitable audio visual material may also be maintained. Selection
of books for children should be made carefully and the reference sources such as children's
encyclopeadias, picture books, etc. may also be provided to the children's section.

Another programme which is useful for children is the maintenance of reader societies.
Various programmes can be organised for children through reader societies. Members of
the public library reader societies can participate in activities such as computer training,
essay competitions, etc. organised by the public library. Public libraries can also organise
story hour programmes for children. Story hour is an interesting activity that can attract
children to the library.

In addition, a separate place in the public library can be prepared to display children's
creations such as their drawings, essays, poems, etc. Best creations may be selected and

* Former Director, National Library & Documentation Services Board
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offered prizes to encourage the children. Book exhibitions can be conducted on regular
basis for the children. Facilities may be provided in these exhibitions to purchase books
in concessionary prices. Children of the neighbouring schools may be made aware about
these exhibitions.

Development of information literacy skills of children is an important responsibility of
public libraries. Children should be made aware about the basic information literacy skills
such as proper library usage, using the library catalogue, reading skills such as keeping
attention while reading, memorising the facts already learned, quick reading, taking notes
while reading, etc. Development of basic information literacy skills is very helpful to
encourage the library usage of children. Unfamiliarity of these skills is a great obstacle
for their library usage. Improvement of language skills of children is also an important
task of librarians. Specially the English language skill is required for successful learning.
A considerable amount of books in libraries are in English language. If the children don't
have the English language reading skill, it is a barrier for their successful learning.

Development of computer literacy of children is an important role of libraries.
Today most public libraries have computer facilities. Some public libraries have seperate
computer sections. These facilities can be used to improve the basic computer literacy
skills of children. The basic computer literacy skills may include starting the computer,
word processing, internet searching, making a power point presentation, getting a print
out, using the key board, making a computer file, how to save a file, etc. Providing audio
visual facilities is also an important service, public libraries can maintain for children. A
separate room may be arranged for children to watch audio visual programmes. Regular
video programmes may be organised for children. The dates and times of programmes can
be displayed in the library notice board to make aware the children.

Librarians should pay a special attention to children with special needs. There may
be visually handicapped children in the area. In addition, there may be children with other
physical disabilities. Special information material such as talking books are available for
visually handicapped children. Public libraries can maintain a separate unit for children
of this nature. The attitude of librarians and their relationship with children considerably
influence to keep the interest of children to library usage. Librarians should have a friendly
and supportive attitude to children and also a good understanding about the children's
behaviour. Librarians should never react to children in such a way that they are discouraged
to come to the library. School libraries also have a significant role for the development of
reading and learning of children. School librarians always deal with the children and they
should be specialised on students information needs. Development of information literacy
skills of students should be a role of the school library. Providing library periods for all
grades is very important to improve reading and interest for the library. Improving the
knowledge of students' on proper and efficient library usage is essential. Teachers should
encourage children to use library and provide them assignments based on library usage.
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Resource based learning should be an essential process in schools. There are various
institutions which implement reading promotion programmes. The National Reading
Month programme of the National Library and Documentation Services Board is a leading
project on reading.

The role of the parents in the promotion of reading among children is also important.
Parents' attitudes and behaviour strongly affect the attitude and behaviour of children. Itis
the responsibility of the parents to creat a sound environment at the home for reading. Calm
and peaceful environment in the home is extreamly helpful for learning and intellectual
development of the children. Maintenance of a book collection at home is also helpful for
children's reading habit development. Parents can also allocate a time for their children to
read. Parents also can join with their children during this reading time. In addition, parents
should encourage to learn languages specially English. Learning languages widens the
knowledge of children and thereby widens their reading capacity.

Taking the children to libraries regularly is also an important habit. Regular library
visits increase the children's interest for reading and library use. Taking the children
to book exhibitions helps to make them aware on new books on various subject areas.
Visiting book exhibitions also helpful to maintain children's interest for books and reading.
Spending time unnecessarily for watching television is a harmful habit. Parents should
control this situation and should minimize watching television as far as possible. Parents
should guide the children to select and watch only the useful programmes. Too much
watching television results in declining children's interest for reading and destroys their
imaginative ability.

Due to the rapidly increasing demand for information technology and information
literacy, school librarian has become a very important person. School librarian is no more
a person who only protects the library material. School librarian has become a person
who supports teaching. The role of the school librarian in developing the information
literacy of students can be discussed in different ways. Some of the responsibilities of
school librarian can be mentioned as follows :

. Preparing future plans for the school library and students.

. Implementation of resource based learning programmes for all students.
. Organisation and supervision of facilities and resources effectively.

. Supervision of selection and acquisition of learning resources.

. Utilization of information technology in information processing.

. Analysing the curriculum needs of students.

. Findout the opportunities for the development of school library.

. Maintaining relationship with other libraries.
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. Evaluation of teaching and student learning

Libraries should go out of their traditional role and think of new ways of providing
services to children. The role of libraries should be redefined according to the new world
trends and changing information and learning environment. Modernisation of library
services are needed to suit the present requirements. The library services for children
should mainly focus on their learning requirements and extra reading needs. Libraries
should equip with information resources to meet this requirement. Most public libraries
in Sri Lanka have children's sections. However, some public libraries have no separate
children's sections. Children's section should be an essential part of a public library.
It should have suitable information resources and specially designed furniture and
equipment for children.

Children receive books mainly from adults, parents, teachers or librarians. Children
have to depend on adults in obtaining books. Children are not concerned about books
which are not interesting to them. Therefore, libraries should try as far as possible to
provide them books which are interesting to them. Moreover, librarians should encourage
children to read qualitatively advanced books. All books in a children's library should be
qualitatively appropriate books.

The staff of the public and school libraries should be knowledgable on children and
their needs. Staff of public and school libraries always deal with children. They should
have training on children's librarianship. However, most librarians have not gained formal
training on children's activities. All public libraries should have a librarian specialised
in children's librarianship. Some of the responsibilities of a children's librarian should
be able to findout whether a reasonable amount of resources have been allocated for
children, planning library services for children, selecting books for children, development
of children's collections, etc.

A main problem faced by librarians in providing services to children is keeping the
silence in the library. Normally in public libraries, children's sections are kept away from
the reference section in order to maintain silence for reference work. In designing the
children's section, security and supervision should be taken into consideration. Supervision
of the children's section should be convenient. It is more appropriate to maintain the
children's section in the ground floor. Some libraries have been set up in places where
children cannot access conveniently.

Some libraries are not attractive. Libraries should pay attention to attract children.
Conducting book exhibitions is another way of attracting children. Book exhibitions can
be conducted inside or outside the library. Conducting book exhibitions should be a regular
feature of a library. In addition to books, various items produced by children as part of
their school activities may also be displayed in these exhibitions. In conjunction with the
exhibitions, various competitions may be organized and winners can be presented prizes in
the conclusion of the exhibition.

20



&8 Bude® @ewo - w®0r e/ Chdu amdliy w1p — eTusiihd wej / National Reading Month - Commemorative Volume

Organising a mobile service for children living in remote places is another important
service which can be provided by the public libraries. There are children who are unable
to come to the public libraries due to various difficulties. The children of this nature may
be much benefited through such services.

Another important requirement is conducting more and more research and surveys
on children's reading. Research helps to understand children's reading needs and existing
situation of their reading. The research studies on children's reading conducted in Sri
Lanka is very limited. The relevant authorities should take initiatives in this regard. In
addition, evaluation of children's reading on regular basis is important. Development of
children's reading skills should be included to the school curriculam. Through the inclusion
to school curricular, reading skills of students can be developed on a stable foundation.

In conclusion, it is clear from the above facts that libraries can play a significant role
for the development of reading skills and information literacy skills of children. Librarians
have an important responsibility in the fulfilment of this task. In addition, teachers, teacher
librarians as well as parents can contribute significantly to achieve this objective. Finally
all of us should dedicate our selves to create a children generation with reading competency
and information literacy.
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CHILD IN A ‘WORDLAND’

- Indeewara de Mel

From time to time Isaac Bashevis Singer posed this question: Who needs literary
fiction? Why invent things when nature and life supply so many strange events? He goes
on to be elaborate. Aside from our imagination never being able to keep up with the
factual and psychological surprises of reality — not even the greatest master’s pen can be
as consistent and accurate as a factual history that is told in documents or that comes to
light during a trial in court.

Singer’s opinion finds an audience with the dilemma we face today. In an increasingly
technological age, literature seems a too distant term. With myriads of entertainment
available for children and adults alike, the question is if there could be any element called
children’s literature or if such an element could exist.

Such a question calls for a complicated answer. However, the fact remains that the
world still needs literature just as much as children. Despite the sophisticated nature of
modern technology, the scientists continue to explore how reading encourages the child’s
brain to work harder, hence a sharpen the intellectual growth.

Children’s literature is available in many forms and diverse varieties. The availability
in many and diverse ways contribute to the growth of the child in terms of cognition
and other aspects. In this backdrop, the educators, parents, and community members are
naturally entrusted with a key task. They must work on numerous methods to increase
passion for reading among children.

The general agreement on reading is that it sharpens cognitive skills. The cognitive
skills alone would not suffice. The children's literature makes young readers more
empathetic. Donna Norton identifies the value of literature for young people in her book
Through the Eyes of a Child. Children’s literature holds water as it offers an opportunity
for the students to respond to literature. It trains the child to appreciate their cultural
heritage as well as those of others. Children’s literature also helps students develop
emotional intelligence and creativity. It nurtures the growth and development of the
student's personality and social skills and it transmits important literature and themes
from one generation to the next.

All this relates to the child's cognitive skills. Literature involves reading and reading
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strengthens the cognitive-developmental domain as it encourages deeper thought about
literature. Quality literature does not tell the reader everything he/she needs to know;
it allows for some difference in opinion. One reader may take something completely
different away from the piece of literature than the next reader, based on the two personal
viewpoints and experiences. Students can learn to evaluate and analyze literature, as well
as summarize and hypothesize about the topic.

Wordless picture books, for instance, can be considered the ideal stimuli for oral
and written language. Students reading wordless books like A Ball for Daisy, The Yellow
Umbrella or The Red Book will be able to analyze the illustrations and develop their
dialogue for the story. This strengthens students' cognitive functions in being able to form
opinions on their own and to express themselves through language in summarizing the plot
of a wordless book.

Children's literature provides an avenue for students to learn about their cultural heritage
and the cultures of other people. Children must learn these values because developing
positive attitudes toward one’s own culture and the cultures of others are necessary for
both social and personal development.

However, when teaching students about the cultural heritage of others, one should
be very careful in selecting which books to recommend to young readers. There are many
stories, some folktales, which contain blatant stereotypes and inaccuracies about certain
cultural groups. This includes books such as Brother Eagle, Sister Sky or The Rough-
Face Girl. Both of these stories depict Native Americans in a misguided way and contain
misinterpretations of what occurred in history. For example, the Iroquois tribe in The
Rough-Face Girl historically lived in longhouses, but the illustrator depicts these Native
Americans as living in teepees. This is a clichéd view, and it can be very damaging in
perpetuating stereotypes if we as adults are not cautious in the books we have in our
classroom and home libraries. However, there are some children's books that are more
accurate in teaching the cultural differences of others.

A story called “Eric” from Tales from Outer Suburbia is a touching story about a family
who takes in a foreign exchange student and must learn about their guest and accept the
differences between their cultures. It has a positive message about encouraging acceptance
of the cultural differences between people, which is something that we want to help nurture
in our students. Another book that helps discuss culture is Going Home, which is the story
of a Mexican immigrant family with the children who were born in the U.S. There is a
difference in what “home” is for the parents and the children, and when they take a trip
to Mexico, the children realize how important their parent’s culture and homeland is for
them. Many books are available that depict culture as an important piece of society that is
to be treasured and valued, and those books can have great value for students.

Children's literature helps students develop emotional intelligence. Stories have
the power to promote emotional and moral development. Children's literature contains
numerous moments of crisis when characters make moral decisions and contemplate the
reasons for their decisions, an important skill for children to see modelled. Guji Guyji, for
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example, is a story about a crocodile who is adopted into a family of ducks. Ultimately he
must choose between betraying his adopted family and going back to his own "species,"
and he decides to remain true to his beliefs and not betray his family. The Scar is an
effective book to read with students to teach them about responding to grief, as it is about
a boy whose mother dies. This requires a complex level of emotional intelligence, as many
young children do not understand death. The topic of death would be more appropriate for
an older grade level, but it is an important topic to discuss with students. Another book
that encourages emotional intelligence is Selma, which discusses what it takes for young
sheep to be happy. It is a philosophical story within a picture book and challenges students
to think about what happiness is. The Big Box is a story about children who have their
freedom taken away by being put into a box and the deeper problems that exist with not
being given one's freedom. Children's literature encourages students to think deeper about
their feelings.

Children’s literature also encourages creativity. It is the very role that literature plays
in nurturing and expanding the imagination. The House in the Night depicts the creativity
that a young girl has in her dreams at night, as she flies about the dark neighbourhood
on the wings of a bird. The Amazing Pop-up Music Book, Zin! Zin! Zin! A Violin, and
Look Closer: Art Masterpieces Through The Ages are imaginative and original books that
encourage students to learn about music and art, and they are engaging in their design
and interactivity. Children's literature promotes the development of students' internal
imaginations.

Children’s literature is of value because it fosters personality and social development.
Children are very impressionable during the formative years, and children’s literature can
help them develop into caring, intelligent, and friendly people. Developmental psychologist
Jean Piaget says that when students move from the pre-operational to the operational stage
of cognitive development, they become less egocentric. Whereas students in preschool and
kindergarten may be entirely focused on themselves, as students grow older they begin to
take into account the feelings and viewpoints of others. Being able to understand other
people’s viewpoints and to not be selfish are important skills that adults must nurture in
children.

Children's literature can foster social development by encouraging students to
accept other people and their differences. Books like And Tango Makes Three, Molly's
Family, Heather Has Two Mommies and Daddy's Roommate present situations that
might encourage students to become more open-minded to different types of families and
understand that love is the most important thing in a family. Children's literature can also
encourage students to develop relationships with people, encouraging social contact. An
atypical friendship is depicted in Loop the Loop, where a young child and an elderly person
become good friends and share the common joy of playing with yo-yos. In A Couple of
Boys Have the Best Week Ever, the boys learn to think of the needs of others when they
build a diorama for the grandpa who is fascinated with penguins. Literature encourages
students to be considerate and friendly people, and these traits may be consistent with

51

o NN



orefji;atld Ibjuy Amujseniear @emembg aundiGumd / Let's read with Children

developing students into quality citizens.

Finally, children's literature is of value because it is a timeless tradition, one in which
books are the major means of transmitting our literary heritage from one generation to the
next. Classic stories like Dr Seuss' And to Think That I Heard it on Mulberry Street and
The Cat in the Hat are important books to read to children because of their literary heritage.
For a younger audience, children could build their cognitive and language skills through
exposure to Mother Goose rhymes. One example of a good collection of these classic
rhymes is Hey Diddle Diddle and Other Mother Goose Rhymes Children in older grades
can learn to appreciate the classic plays and messages of William Shakespeare in picture
books that aim to make the plays more accessible. Many versions of Shakespeare's works
are available in abridged and picture book formats, including Romeo and Juliet and The
Tempest. Children are only young for a short time, and so we must give them access to a
basic literary heritage of timeless books. Quality children's literature has a great power to
captivate audiences for many generations.

Children's literature is extremely valuable in both the school setting and at home.
Teachers and parents should both be able to differentiate between quality and mediocre
literature, to give students access to the best books to encourage these important values
of literature and considering developmental domains. Children's literature is valuable in
providing an opportunity to respond to literature, as well as cultural knowledge, emotional
intelligence and creativity, social and personality development, and literary history to
students across generations. Exposing children to quality literature can contribute to the
creation of responsible, successful, and caring individuals.
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Award Yy/inners

1 Place - Siriwardhana Public Library
2"! Place - Kokuvil Public Library

! Place - Wellawaya Public Library

Special Awards

Chunnakam Public Library

Ganesha MahaVidyalaya, Kalmunai
Chulabhaya Secondary School, Teldeniya
Hettipola Central Library, Wilgamuwa
Nagollagama Public Library

Awards

Thambiluvil Public Library Gampaha Public Library

Alayadivembu Public Library Naranwala Public Library

Amir Ali Public Library Thalahena Public Library

Kattankudy Public Library, Henarathgoda Public Library

Chenkalady Public Library Pamunugama Public Library
Arumukaththan Kudiyiruppu Public Library Colombo Public Library

Mankerny Public Library D.A.Rajapaksha Memorial Public Library
Pudavaikattu Public Library Ingiriya Public Library

Thiriyay Public Library Sri Darmapala Public Library

Ikbal Nagar Public Library C.W.W.Kannangara Public Library
Kaithady Public Library Bombuwala Public Library

Alaveddy Public Library Hatton Dikoya Urban Council Public Library
Manthai East Public Library, Medawachchiya Public Library
Puthukkudiyiruppu Public Library Bulathkohupitiya Public Library
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Ruwanwella Public Library
Nivithigala Public Library

Weligepola Pradeshiya Sabha Public Library

Mahasiva Public Library
Kakkapalliya Public Library
Medagama Public Library
Munneswaram Public Library
Merawala Public Library
Yagampaththuwa Public Library
Mahawa Public Library
Galgamuwa Public Library

Sri Sumangala Central Library
Srimath Jayathilaka Public Library
Monaragala Public Library
Poonakari Public Library
Puloppallai Public Library
Vavuniya Public Library
Vengalacheddikkulam Public Library
Mannar Public Library

Murungan Public Library
ThalaiMannar Public Library

Al - Bahriya MahaVidyalaya, Kalmunai
Kattankudy Central College

St. Francis Xavier MahaVidyalaya, Trincomalee
Methodist Girls' College, Trincomalee

St. Henry's College, Jaffna

Arunodaya College, Jaffna

Union College, Jaffna

Madeena Vidyalaya, Vavuniya

Mankulam MahaVidyalaya

Vattappalai MahaVidyalaya, Mulativu
Kilinochchi MahaVidyalaya

St. Thomas National School, Matale

Sri Sangamiththa Balika National School, Matale
Mahamaya BalikaVidyalaya, Kandy
Pilimathalawa Primary School

J.M. KumaradasaMahaVidyalaya,Monaragala
Kegalu BalikaVidyalaya,Kegalle

St. Josep Vas Primary School, Wennappuwa
Taxila Central College, Horana
Kuruwamulla MahaVidyalaya, Wathurugama
Nimala Maria Girls College,Thudella
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Public /ibrary Conservation Center Competition - 2018

Western Province

. Negombo Public Library - Negombo Municipal Council

. Horana Public Library — Horana Urban Council

. Demanhandiya Public Library - Katana Pradeshiya Sabha
Central Province

. Matale Public Library — Matale Municipal Council

. Nawalapitiya Public Library - Nawalapitiya Urban Council

. Teldeniya Central Library — Medadumbara Pradeshiya Sabha

Southern Province

. Kumarathunga Munidasa Public Library- Matara Municipal Council
. Ambalangoda Public Library- Ambalangoda Urban Council

. Baddegama Public Library - Baddegama Pradeshiya Sabha

North Western Province

. Kurunegala Public Library - Kurunegala Municipal Council
. Puttalam Public Library — Puttalam Urban Council
. Hettipola Public Library - Panduwasnuwara Pradeshiya Sabha

Sabaragamuwa Province
. Kegalle Public Library - Kegalle Urban Council
. Eheliyagoda Public Library - Eheliyagoda Pradeshiya Sabha
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North Central Province

. Polonnaruwa Buddhimandapaya Public Library - Polonnaruwa Municipal Council

. Nochchiyagama Public Library- Nochchiyagama Pradeshiya Sabha

Uva Province

. Bandarawela Public Library - Bandarawela Municipal Council

. Monaragala Public Library - Monaragala Pradeshiya Sabha

Northern Province

. Vavuniya Public Library — Vavuniya Urban Council
. Vaddakachchi Public Library — Karachchi Pradeshiya Sabha

Eastern Province

. Sainthamaruthu Public Library — Kalmunai Municipal Council
. Trincomalee Public Library - Trincomalee Urban Council
. Ameer Ali Public Library — Sammanthurai Pradeshiya Sabha
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