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Introduction Case Study: Maisie Case Study: Nicolas Discussion 

This study explores some of the intersections between 

children’s librarianship and early literacy in the lives of 

children with disabilities. In what is referred to as his 

bioecological systems theory, Bronfenbrenner (1986, 

2005) conceptualized a child’s development as taking 

place within nested systems of support. Each setting (i.e. 

home, preschool, library) is considered a microsystem 

within which the individual child interacts with objects, 

symbols and people in ways that advance or hinder 

that child’s development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later iterations of Bronfenbrenner’s original theory 

expand into what he termed the Person-Process-

Context-Time model. In this complex model, individual 

characteristics (including temperament and biological 

characteristics) contribute to and are recipients of 

influences from all the processes that take place in 

different contexts (settings) over time, which together 

result in an impact on the child’s development. The 

following depicts storytime as an example of this model.  
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Seven-year old Nicolas has autism. His mother Joanna 

recalls feeling scrutinized by library staff a few years 

ago for her son’s behaviour because he tended to 

run around. She says she eventually enlisted the help 

of her son’s behavioral therapist to help him learn 

how to behave appropriately in the library. This 

strategy worked really well: They made up what is 

called a “social story” and used it to teach Nicolas 

appropriate library behavior.  

 

 

 

So, he likes to go to the library - he goes into the 

children's area - he picks out books, sits at the little 

table and he looks at his books and then he picks two 

or three and then he puts them through the machine 

himself and he brings them home and then he reads 

them.  

 

 

  

The library setting is one of many microsystems that 

Nicolas (person)has. When he is running around the 

library (context) and making everyone upset he is not 

able to benefit much from his time at the library as his 

behaviour  impacts his ability to participate in 

whatever early literacy resources (objects, symbols, 

people) the library might have for him. However, with 

input from the behavior specialist who works with 

Nicolas’s mom Joanna (mesosystem), they are able 

to support his learning (process) With practice over 

the course of several weeks (time) Nicolas’s 

development is influenced in a way that supports his 

ability to change his behaviour. He now clearly 

benefits from his time at the library and is learning to 

read. However, Joanna says that she cannot recall 

ever being approached by a children’s librarian with 

an offer to help and says that would have been nice. 

 

 

 

This case represents a lost opportunity for a children’s 

librarian to play an impactful role in the mesosystem 

of supports that surround Nicolas at the library. The 

outcome of this study suggested that, with careful 

planning and appropriate training,  children’s 

librarians could take on mesosystem roles in the lives 

of children with disabilities to a greater degree than 

they do now.  

Sandy is a children’s librarian at a busy urban branch 

and she recently began offering an additional 

afternoon storytime (context) . Although they had 

tried the morning program before, a mom named 

Chantal began attending the new afternoon timeslot 

with her daughter Maisie (person) who has a global 

developmental disability.  Sandy has a hunch that 

this family switched to this time because the 

afternoon program had far fewer attendees, 

sometimes just one or two other families.  

 

 

 

It resulted in really intimate programming and it was 

really lovely… I think it enabled us all to focus a bit 

better… I do think the mum felt more comfortable 

just because there were less kids and the daughter 

would often do a lot of exclaiming loudly or real 

crying if we moved on to something else…but it just 

really didn't matter because it was so small… I feel 

like that mum feels really comfortable in that space 

and greets me really warmly when I've seen her out 

walking around near the branch and when I've seen 

her in the branch too. 

 

 

   

This narrative can be viewed as an example of the 

mesosystem influence (interactions between Sandy 

and Chantal in support of Maisie’s learning) in 

Maisie’s library context and microsystem. The 

interactions between Sandy and Maisie, as well as 

between Sandy and Chantal in this comfortable, less 

crowded, and more intimate context allow Maisie to 

receive repeated opportunities (time) to experience 

literacy (objects, symbols, people) in more 

meaningful ways than perhaps she would be able to 

in the more crowded and hectic morning program. 

Moreover, the trusting relationship with the mother 

seems to her to have resulted in sustained interest in 

the library.  

 

 

Had Chantal had less accommodating experiences, 

such as feeling scrutinized when Maisie cried, she 

might have been reluctant to return.  However, in the 

setting described here, Maisie’s frequent emotional 

responses are more easily managed with Sandy’s 

support for Chantal and her ongoing 

encouragement (mesosystem) to come to the library.  

This study’s findings suggest that children’s librarians 

who are willing and, to varying degrees, able to offer 

responsive, inclusive services and parents who want 

and need such services rarely encounter each other. 

However, when they do encounter each other, the 

benefits of such interactions are obvious especially 

when viewed through Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

systems framework.  

 

 

 

By considering Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

systems framework (Person-Process-Context-Time) 

wherein children are afforded frequent and successful 

interactions with ‘objects, symbols and people’ in 

public library contexts, I propose that more frequent 

interactions around the early literacy resources of the 

public library could represent a positive force for 

individual children’s early literacy development, in 

much the same way as regular home reading and 

opportunities to engage in interactive play with peers 

might support early literacy growth. By the same 

token, fewer, or less successful interactions in the 

library context could inhibit literacy growth because 

of lost opportunities to engage with the resources that 

are freely available at the public library. This study 

begins to uncover some of the ways in which libraries 

and librarians can and could play significant 

mesosystem roles in the microsystems of young 

children with disabilities and their families.  

 

 

 

Within library contexts, children’s librarians can and do 

play impactful mesosystem roles in the lives and 

development of all children. The application of 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory to this 

study of children’s librarians’ and parents’ points to 

the need for more intentional focus to be placed on 

the contexts in which young children, with and 

without disabilities, participate in early literacy 

learning with their families and social peers. In order to 

fully understand the impact that children’s librarians 

may have on the lives of young children, more 

empirical studies about diverse young children’s 

participation in public library early literacy resources 

and programs are critically needed. 
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The librarian leads the 

storytime context, 

providing experiences 

with objects, symbols and 

people. In this model, the 

influence that the 

librarian has on the 

parent constitutes the 
mesosystem.  

New knowledge or 

resources learned by the 

parent at storytime 

constitute the 

mesosystem influence as 

the parent and librarian 

work together in the 

child’s microsystem within 
the context of the library. 

Over time, and with 

repeated occurrences, the 

child’s library and storytime 

experiences are 

considered the processes in 

which development can 

be encouraged by his or 

her interactions with 

objects, symbols and 

people (puppets, books, 
songs, peers).  


