Volume 2 Issue 1 Academic Journal of Science, Technology and Education | ISSN 3041-78!

Public libraries and the early development of reading competence

G.Nuriddinova
Scientific supervisor: R.Turgunbaev
Kokand State University

Abstract: Public libraries serve as a critical community-based infrastructure supporting the
early literacy and reading competence of children from birth through early elementary years. This
article argues that public libraries function not merely as repositories of books but as dynamic, non-
compulsory learning environments that employ a triad of foundational strategies to foster emergent
and early reading skills. These strategies include curating accessible and diverse collections,
facilitating developmentally appropriate programming, and engaging in purposeful outreach and
caregiver education. The library’s role is positioned within an ecological framework, complementing
formal education and the home literacy environment. By providing equitable access, modeling
positive reading behaviors, and fostering a child’s motivation to read, public libraries make a unique
and indispensable contribution to the complex process of becoming a competent reader. The article
concludes with reflections on the challenges public libraries face in this mission and their evolving
role in an increasingly digital society.
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Introduction

The development of reading competence - the gradual acquisition of skills, knowledge, and
attitudes that enable an individual to comprehend and engage with written text - is a cornerstone of
educational success, lifelong learning, and full civic participation. This development begins not with
formal schooling, but in the earliest years of a child’s life. Emergent literacy, the term for the skills,
knowledge, and attitudes that precede and develop into conventional reading and writing, is nurtured
through consistent exposure to books, enriching verbal interactions, and positive associations with
reading materials.

While families and schools are rightly recognized as primary agents in this process, the role of
public libraries as a supportive third space is both profound and, at times, under-theorized in
educational discourse. Public libraries are universal, freely accessible institutions whose mission
aligns seamlessly with the goal of cultivating a literate society. This article posits that public libraries
are essential agents in the early reading ecosystem, operating through a unique blend of access,
guidance, and community-focused intervention. Their work is particularly vital in addressing
opportunity gaps and fostering a love of reading that transcends socioeconomic barriers.

The purpose of this article is to articulate and examine the specific mechanisms through which
public libraries contribute to the early development of reading competence. It will explore how
libraries move beyond the simple provision of materials to create intentional conditions for literacy
growth. The discussion is structured around three core library functions: collection development,
programming and services, and community outreach and partnership. By synthesizing current
research and professional practice, this analysis aims to provide a coherent framework for
understanding the library’s pedagogical role outside the classroom and to advocate for its recognition
as a key partner in early childhood development.

Methods
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This article employs a conceptual review methodology, synthesizing knowledge from multiple
domains to construct a theoretical model of public library practice in early literacy development. The
analysis draws upon several interrelated bodies of literature. First, it is grounded in developmental
and educational research concerning emergent literacy and early reading acquisition, including
foundational concepts such as phonological awareness, print awareness, vocabulary, and narrative
skills. Second, it engages with scholarship from the field of library and information science,
specifically focusing on public library services for youth, the philosophy of reader development, and
the impact of library use. Third, it incorporates policy documents and strategic frameworks from
national library associations and early childhood advocacy groups, which articulate best practices and
professional standards.

The synthesis is not the result of a systematic meta-analysis but rather a qualitative integration
of established theory and reported effective practice. The objective is to describe the how and why of
library contributions, mapping documented library activities onto established literacy development
constructs. This approach allows for a comprehensive exploration of the library’s multifaceted role,
connecting practical service models to their intended developmental outcomes. The resulting
framework is intended to be descriptive and normative, outlining both what libraries do and the
principles that underpin effective practice in supporting young readers.

Results

The contribution of public libraries to early reading competence can be organized into three
interconnected domains of practice: collections, programming, and outreach. Each domain functions
as a lever influencing different aspects of a child’s literacy journey.

The foundation of the library’s work is its curated collection. A children’s collection designed
to support reading development is far more than an assembly of books. It is a structured landscape of
textual encounters. For the youngest children, this includes robust board book and picture book
collections that foster print motivation - the joy and interest in books. These collections provide the
physical objects necessary for practices like shared reading, which builds vocabulary, narrative
understanding, and book-handling skills. Libraries systematically provide access to materials that
represent a diversity of experiences, languages, and family structures, allowing every child to see
themselves in stories and to expand their worldview. Furthermore, libraries offer leveled readers for
practicing skills, high-interest topics to motivate reluctant readers, and a breadth of genres unavailable
in most homes. This carefully managed breadth and depth ensure that regardless of a child’s entry
point or personal interest, the library can offer a “just-right” book, a concept crucial for fostering
independent reading practice and self-efficacy. The act of choosing one’s own book from a vast
selection is itself a powerful exercise in agency and identity formation as a reader.

Programming constitutes the library’s most visible and active pedagogical tool. Storytime
sessions are the quintessential example, yet their design is deeply intentional. An effective library
storytime is a curriculum in miniature, integrating multiple components of emergent literacy. Through
songs, rhymes, and fingerplays, librarians explicitly model phonological awareness. By using big
books and tracking print, they demonstrate print awareness and conventions. Dialogic reading
techniques, where the storyteller asks open-ended questions, builds narrative skills and expressive
vocabulary. Perhaps most importantly, these sessions model for caregivers - parents, grandparents,
daycare providers - the techniques and behaviors they can replicate at home, thus amplifying the
program’s impact. Beyond storytime, libraries host early literacy workshops, summer reading
challenges that prevent skill regression, and read-aloud events with community members. These
programs create social rituals around reading, framing it as a pleasurable and communal activity
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rather than a solitary academic task. They build a child’s identity as part of a community of readers,
which is a significant motivational factor.

The third domain, outreach and partnership, extends the library’s walls into the community.
Recognizing that the families who need support the most are often least able to visit the library,
proactive outreach is essential. This includes depositing collections in pediatric waiting rooms,
homeless shelters, and daycare centers. Many libraries implement “Books for Babies™ or similar
initiatives, providing a first book to newborns alongside guidance for parents on the importance of
talking, singing, and reading from day one. Formal and informal partnerships with health
departments, social service agencies, and early intervention programs embed the library within the
network of family support. A key function here is caregiver education. Librarians equip parents and
caregivers, regardless of their own reading confidence or educational background, with the
knowledge, materials, and confidence to be their child’s first and best teacher. By providing guidance
on book selection and interactive reading techniques, the library empowers the home literacy
environment. This triadic focus - on the child, the caregiver, and the community context - ensures
that support for reading competence is ecological and sustained.

Discussion

The results presented affirm that public libraries operate as a dynamic and intentional literacy
intervention system. Their unique strength lies in their integration of access, expertise, and a non-
judgmental, voluntary context. Unlike schools, where reading can become associated with assessment
and compulsory performance, the library frames reading as an act of choice, discovery, and joy. This
affective dimension - cultivating what is often termed the “will” to read alongside the “skill” - is a
critical and distinct contribution. The library becomes a space where reading is its own reward, a
mindset strongly correlated with long-term reading engagement and practice, which in turn fuels
competence.

Furthermore, the library’s role as an equalizing force must be emphasized. It provides a
universal, stigma-free point of access to resources that may be scarce in low-income households:
abundance of books, sophisticated literacy modeling, and expert guidance. By offering these
resources at no cost, the library directly mitigates the effects of socioeconomic disparity on early
literacy development, a factor well-documented in educational research. The library’s collection and
programs provide what scholars term “background knowledge,” the broad understanding of the world
that is essential for reading comprehension. Children from print-rich library environments enter
school with a wider range of experiences and vocabulary, placing them on a more equitable footing.

However, this model faces significant challenges. Public funding for libraries is often
precarious, threatening the continuity and quality of these specialized services. The professional
expertise of children’s librarians - their knowledge of child development and children’s literature - is
a core asset that can be undermined by budget cuts that deskill services. Additionally, the digital shift
presents both an opportunity and a complexity. While digital resources can expand access, the core
of early reading competence for young children is still fundamentally rooted in mediated, interactive
experiences with physical books and caring adults. Libraries must navigate this landscape carefully,
ensuring technology enhances rather than replaces the relational and tactile experiences crucial for
early brain development.

The findings of this conceptual analysis suggest several implications for practice and research.
For practitioners, it underscores the need to articulate and evaluate programs through a explicit
literacy development lens, moving beyond attendance metrics to assess impacts on specific early
literacy behaviors. For policymakers and educational leaders, it argues for stronger, formalized
partnerships between public libraries and local school districts, health services, and family support
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agencies. Libraries should be embedded in community-wide early childhood strategies. Future
empirical research should move beyond correlation and seek to isolate the specific effects of library
use on standardized measures of emergent literacy, particularly through longitudinal studies. Further
investigation is also needed into the most effective models for caregiver education in library settings.

Conclusion

Public libraries are far more than passive warehouses of books; they are active, intentional, and
expert participants in the ecosystem of early literacy. Through strategic collection curation,
developmentally sophisticated programming, and proactive community outreach, they address the
cognitive, social, and affective dimensions of becoming a competent reader. They provide the
materials, model the behaviors, educate the caregivers, and, most importantly, foster the joy that
motivates a child to engage with the written word. In doing so, they fulfill a democratic mandate to
level the playing field and offer every child, regardless of background, the opportunity to develop the
foundational skill of reading. As societies grapple with educational disparities and the challenges of
the information age, the public library’s role as a cornerstone of early reading competence remains
not only relevant but increasingly vital. Supporting and investing in this aspect of library service is,
ultimately, an investment in the literacy and future of the community itself.’
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