PSS Toy Libraries Promoting Positive Parenting and Early Citizenship

Workshop Content

Good afternoon ladies (and gentlemen), thank you for your welcome. This afternoon I want us to look briefly at how a Toy Library can help ‘Promote Positive Parenting and Early Citizenship’.

I’d like to begin with a brief explanation about PSS, which is a Large Voluntary Charitable Organisation, based in Liverpool, in NW England. Since 1918, PSS has been delivering services to ‘People in need, in their local communities’. In 1975 it set up the first Toy Library in Liverpool, working amongst parents and children who had a disability.

From that early start, PSS has gone on to develop another five Toy Libraries serving any child or family who live in designated parts of Liverpool and the surrounding area and in Denbighshire in North Wales. We currently work with more than 2,000 children and their families or carers.

Parents visit Toy Libraries for a variety of reasons, perhaps we could list some of them. (participants will contribute ideas). We have found that some are lonely or isolated, some are anxious, some come for support and some bring children who are not used to mixing with others. Our work with parents focuses on building or restoring their confidence in their role, helping them to develop skills needed to be consistent parents and demonstrating to them how positive relationships and good communication can be achieved between adults and children. 

Fundamental to the way the work PSS has developed through its Toy Libraries over the last 30 years, is a belief in the intrinsic worth of each individual who visits a Toy Library session, whether they be adult or child, whatever their experience of life. Staff work hard to remember the names of parents and their children and something about them or their life experiences, so that each time they visit, they feel valued and welcome. This enables parental confidence to be restored and helps parents to become more relaxed and (begin) to enjoy their role.

(Here we will have a little exercise about being different) 

Many parents have come to the original Toy Library because their child has a disability or a behaviour problem, they may have experienced unhappy family relationships or live in a difficult area.  They come feeling as if they are different in some way, many will say that they do not feel that they are good enough parents. We greet them in a similar way as we would any family. Our aim being to restore them as parents and children first, rather than them being known as a disability, a statistic or a problem, so that they become free to join in with universal services, which are available for all parents and children in their local area. 

During recent years, PSS Toy Library in the centre of Liverpool has also become a fully inclusive service where children from a wide range of ethnic background congregate. We describe children with a wide range of ability, disability and chronic illness, as well as their non-disabled peers as ‘children of all abilities’.

Children, who come to Toy Libraries, may or may not have had the opportunity to belong to another group. For some it is the first time they have played with other children and there is a lot to learn, within a ‘Stay and Play’ session.

(Participants will contribute their thoughts on what children can learn from such a session). 

As we have seen, children will learn about sharing, giving, taking, talking to others and listening to what adults say. This is their introduction to Early Citizenship, the foundation for future learning. I believe that the social skills developed at this early stage through membership of and attendance at a Toy Library will help to shape the personality of the child as he grows. These skills will equip him to be a valued Citizen of the community he lives in.  

Let me finish by telling you about three children we have met through our work in PSS Toy Library:

Alexander – ‘a little boy with a big smile’. We first met Alexander in 2003 when his dad brought him along to the Toy Library. He was just over a year old and he joined in our pre-school ‘Stay and Play’ session. He joined in the action songs, loved the music and would shriek with delight, at the fun he and the other children had with their parents and the ‘Musical Minis’ workers. Alexander used to come with his dad, as mum had returned to work. Dad joined a group of other parents to talk about how services for young children might be arranged in the City. Dad found that whereas previously they had found it difficult to get the services Alexander needed, now he was able to explain how best they could be helped, and as a result of their contribution a whole new approach to services for young Children in Liverpool has been introduced!

Stephanie – ‘a gifted and talented child’, came to the Toy Library Fun Club which had started to provide Child Care for working Parents. Stephanie was a bright, confident child. She contributed to the chatting and the art work at the Project. But more than that she told us what she thought about our work. She did it in a remarkable way, which was a lesson to us all. Her mum had explained to her that there would be children with a range of abilities, including some with disabilities, at Fun Club. At the end of the day, when Stephanie recounted what had happened, she talked about children she had met and the things they enjoyed doing, the things they did together. She said things like:

· ‘I met Nathan who loves Beatles music and laughed when I played some tunes…and he has Autism’, 

· ‘I met Donna who would play in the sand all day long if they let her…..who has a learning difficulty’, 

· ‘I met Gemma, who loves dressing up and carrying handbags around. Gemma is older than I am, but wanted to hold my hand when we crossed the road, that felt a bit odd’. 

In other words, Stephanie described the children and young people she met. They were defined by their interests and not by their disability. The adults around her learnt a lot from Stephanie’s example about their attitudes!

Ben – ‘the Special Gymnast’, who has won medals in International Competitions. We have known Ben since he was a baby. His mother recalls that it was one of the Toy Library workers who was the first to say what a lovely baby he was – everyone else had implied that as a baby with Down’s Syndrome, he would be a problem. Ben is 17 now, he smiles when we recall one of the big lessons we learnt on when he made a visit to the Toy Library. Ben used to use bad language, very bad language, even when he was quite young. One day when Ben was about 6 years old, I told him that he shouldn’t use such language in the Toy Library because the other children and grown ups who were there did not like it. He got his mum to come to see me, he thought she would tell me off! His mum thanked me, she said everywhere else people laughed at him and said he couldn’t help using bad language because he had Down’s. I explained that I thought he knew what he was doing and that if he wanted to, he could stop. I went on to explain that whilst people might smile at him when he was young and using such language, they might find it offensive when he becomes older. I hoped that Ben would be able to sit on a bus with other passengers without swearing at them! Ben listened, he understood all that was being said, he grinned and he did stop swearing at people (perhaps I should say for most of the time!).

Thank you for joining me this afternoon as we looked at how Toy Libraries including the ones delivered by PSS in Liverpool and North Wales, have helped ‘Promote Positive Parenting’ and enabled children to develop ‘Early Citizenship Skills’.

Helen Bray
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Please Note, the material above will be presented either through a power point presentation or overhead projector slides, which of necessity will contain less text. 

