A toy library on Legs! 

Presented by Charmayne Forster
What do you do when you are faced with large numbers of vulnerable young children in a very remote deeply rural area with no infrastructure?

Little Elephant Training Centre for Early Education (LETCEE) had to think out of the box and in this case into a bag! 

LETCEE through its IZINGANE ZETHU (Our Children), project, provides intellectual stimulation, and play opportunities for the many children who live in the very remote valleys between Kranskop and the Tugela River in the midlands of Kwa Zulu Natal. 

The majority of these children have no exposure to toys, printed media or a pre school programme before going to school. Many live in child-headed households, or with elderly caregivers in social family groups. Most are infected or affected by HIV/Aids and the ravages of poverty. 

With almost no industry nearby, this has historically been an area, where the migrant labour system was an integral part of life. Women and old men were left to care for the family whilst the younger men went off to work in the cities. Today many family members return home, too ill to work. Having to care for their ill children and grandchildren, both physically and financially, is an enormous burden for the elderly. The terrain is inaccessible with kranzes, deep valleys and few roads. Transport is limited and costly –with only kombis and bakkies providing irregular service.

Dilapidated houses with a line of graves outside are stark reminders of the ravages of the HIV/Aids pandemic.  Added to this, the limited income, and dependence on grants and old age pensions, which must stretch to feed the mouths of multi generational homes and we can see that EDUCATION, let alone PLAY are far from being the immediate priorities. Survival is the name of the game!

SO what could we do to make a difference in the lives of the young children? 

The established ECD sites, only serve those children who live within walking distance of the site and who can afford the fees- perhaps only 10 % of the young population.

LETCEE, in partnership with The Valley Trust, TREE and The Nelson Mandela Childrens’ fund began the Izingane Zethu Intervention in 2001. The project is a holistic intervention, which aims to improve the lives of young children, by working with the community and families to create an environment, which supports and nurtures them.

Issues such as food security, sanitation and water, and primary health education are dealt with, in addition to the specific activities around child development and intellectual stimulation – LETCEE’s core business.

HOW DO WE DO THIS? 

We have 20 Family Facilitators who work with a total of about 160 families – around 250 children (0-6 years). Theses wonderful, caring ladies, visit each of the families they work with at least once a week.  Their training has included child development, the value of play, play skills for bereavement and trauma, parenting skills and Aids education. They are also the LEGS, which carry the Toy Library into the community. 

Each Family Facilitator has a large bag of pre-selected, commercial and homemade toys, catering for the different developmental needs of the children. This is their mini toy library from which they select toys daily. With these in hand, they set off on foot for one of the households to play with the children. 

The children of the specific household may be joined by the neighbouring children, and although the project is intended for pre-schoolers, children of all ages who do not attend school are included by the FF.  Specific activities are facilitated, and then the children are encouraged to play by themselves, while the FF supports and shares parenting skills and encourages extension of the play activities with the caregivers. Toys are left at the household and exchanged when the FF next visits. Caregivers are encouraged to use toys in a variety of ways making maximum use of each one, to provide learning and developmental opportunities for the children.

Once a month the FF’s gather together for a Toy Library day. They check the contents of each bag, give all the toys a good cleaning, repair what they can, and hand in what needs further repairing in return for a new toy.  They rotate the large bags mini-libraries, within their subgroups and one is returned to our centre for repairs and maintenance. At the end of the year, the two sub groups swap bags.  In this way, each FF works with any specific bag for 1 month in 2 years. 

All toys are marked with a simple classification system and bag identification code.  A simple recording system keeps track of stock.  Obviously in our situation, some of the playthings are consumable – e.g. crayons etc, and we expect to write off a percentage of toys each year.  There has however been an amazing pride shown in the state and repair of toys in each bag, as no one wants her bag to look shoddy at exchange time! 

We have recently extended the play opportunities for the children, by training 40 Buddies (12-15 year olds). This involved teaching them a variety of new games and reminding them of many traditional games. Each Buddy has an extra bag of toys, and here, more emphasis is placed on outdoor games. The bag system works in the same way as the FF’s. There is some coordination between the FF and the 2 buddies who work with her families. 

The Buddy system has proved to be mutually beneficial in that the young children really enjoy having older role models and the buddies themselves enjoy having time to be involved in play activities. Many of them have also built a caring, safe relationship with an adult – essential for those who are heading up a family, or caring for ill parents. 

We all know the benefit of playing – and over the last 3 years we have seen incredible changes in the children. They eagerly await the FF’s visit and can’t wait to see what she has brought with her.  Their imaginations are stimulated, and they are now creating their own games – unlike when we started when children just sat around, too demoralised to play. 

Although it is not a traditional library, our multi tiered “toy library on legs” has impacted hugely on the lives of these forgotten children. 

