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INTRODUCTION

On June 3, 2025, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Carlina Rivera, will hold an oversight hearing on Supporting New York City’s Youngest Readers. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) library systems, professional associations and nonprofits in the field, advocacy group members, community members, and other interested stakeholders. 

BACKGROUND
	NYC’s Three Library Systems
Library services in NYC are provided through three independent systems: the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL), which serves the borough of Brooklyn; The New York Public Library (NYPL), which serves the boroughs of Manhattan, Staten Island, and the Bronx; and the Queens Borough Public Library (QPL), which serves the borough of Queens.[footnoteRef:1] The three systems offer free and equitable access to books, periodicals, electronic resources, mobile technology, and nonprint materials and provide educational, cultural, and recreational programming for adults, young adults and teens, and children.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  The City of New York, Mayor’s Management Report: Preliminary Fiscal 2025 (January 2025), available at 2025_idf.pdf.]  [2:  Id.] 

NYPL is the largest public library system in the U.S., with 92 locations, including three research centers, along with the Thomas Yoseloff Business Center at the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library in Manhattan.[footnoteRef:3] In Fiscal Year (FY) 2024, with over 2.3 million cardholders, NYPL served close to 12 million visitors at its branch and research library locations—plus millions more globally online—and circulated more than 17 million materials.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  New York Public Library, “About The New York Public Library,” at https://www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl.]  [4:  Mayor’s Management Report, supra.] 

BPL offers more than 2.86 million physical items and 250,000 digital materials at its 62 locations[footnoteRef:5] to almost 1.6 million cardholders.[footnoteRef:6] In FY 2024, BPL welcomed visitors almost 6 million times, provided almost 800,000 computer sessions on 3,200 devices, and posted a circulation of almost 9.6 million materials.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Brooklyn Public Library, “About Brooklyn Public Library,” at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/about.]  [6:  Mayor’s Management Report, supra.]  [7:  Id.] 

QPL comprises 66 locations, including 62 branch libraries, the Central Library, a technology center, seven adult learning centers, and five teen centers.[footnoteRef:8] In FY 2024, QPL had over 6.3 million visitors and over 1.5 million cardholders, while circulating almost 8.7 million materials.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Queens Public Library, “About Queens Public Library,” at https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview. ]  [9:  Mayor’s Management Report, supra.] 


The Importance of Early Childhood Literacy 
Young children who fall behind early in life often struggle to catch up and move through successive grades at school.[footnoteRef:10] If a child’s brain is not stimulated during their toddler years, when a child’s brain is highly active, learning can become much more difficult for that child, even in a learning enriched environment.[footnoteRef:11] Studies show that 61 percent of families with lower incomes have no children’s books in their homes, and 37 percent of all children arrive at kindergarten without the skills necessary for lifelong learning.[footnoteRef:12] When parents, caregivers, and teachers take steps to promote early literacy, children develop a more thorough understanding of reading and writing and are able to rely on literacy skills as their education progresses.[footnoteRef:13] One crucial intervention that promotes early literacy skills is reading together with children and discussing the content.[footnoteRef:14] This activity can enhance a child’s critical thinking and analytical skills by having the child make inferences from what they read.[footnoteRef:15] All three of NYC’s library systems have programming and initiatives in place to promote early childhood literacy. [10:  Little by Little School Readiness Program, “Why Early Literacy Matters,” at https://lblreaders.org/why-early-literacy-matters/. ]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Wilson College, What is Early Literacy, and What are the Benefits? (August 22, 2024). Available at: https://online.wilson.edu/resources/what-is-early-literacy/.]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.] 


EARLY CHILDHOOD RESOURCES AND ACTIVITIES AT THE LIBRARIES
The three library systems, through their branch libraries and central online efforts, offer a wide variety of typically free programs for very young children from birth to the age of five and their caregivers. These programs support the libraries’ efforts to introduce children as early as possible to literacy activities that will help them become readers and make reading a lifelong habit.

QPL
Early literacy starts in 30 QPL branches twice a year with Toddler Learning Centers, which target the needs of toddlers from one to three years old.[footnoteRef:16] During the five-week program, toddlers play with a variety of toys while their caregivers meet with child specialists on the topics of early literacy, speech development, gross motor movement, and more.[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Queens Public Library, “Early Learning Services At Queens Public Library (0-5),” at https://www.queenslibrary.org/programs-activities/kids/early-learning-services-queens-public-library-0-5.]  [17:  Id.] 

Across the QPL system, branch libraries offer storytimes, with librarians leading book read-alouds, songs, fingerplays, and other activities designed to engage young learners throughout their early years.[footnoteRef:18] Caregivers are introduced to five early literacy practices: playing, reading, singing, talking, and writing.[footnoteRef:19] Storytimes are offered in English, but bilingual storytimes are also available in English and Spanish, Mandarin, Bengali, Polish, Russian, and Kreyòl (Haitian Creole), which speak to the diversity of the Queens population.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.] 

Kickoff to Kindergarten (K2K) is a seven-week program for three- and four-year-olds and their caregivers designed to increase pre-literacy skills through storytimes, games, and literacy activities.[footnoteRef:21] Offered both in-person and virtually several times a year, with translation available in Mandarin and Spanish, K2K aims to start children on the path of lifelong reading.[footnoteRef:22] Caregivers learn the dialogic reading method, which is a way to talk to children about the books they are reading together.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.] 

Higher order thinking (H.O.T.) grab-and-go activity kids are available for caregivers of four- and five-year-olds to use at home.[footnoteRef:24] H.O.T. activities take aim at the creative and critical thinking skills that children need to learn so that they can reason and solve problems as they get older.[footnoteRef:25] The H.O.T. kits include stories to read; a challenge activity, with art and building materials supplied; and questions for caregivers to use for discussion at the end of the activity.[footnoteRef:26] Kits are available in English and Spanish, with new kits released twice a year.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.] 


BPL
BPL also has a variety of programs for developing the literacy skills of very young children at different developmental stages, starting with Babies and Books for children from birth to 18 months, where babies and caregivers read books together, learn songs and rhymes, and socialize with other families.[footnoteRef:28] Babies and Books events are offered at branch libraries as well as at the Central Library in the Youth Wing.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Brooklyn Public Library, “Kids,” at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/learn/kids#little-kids.]  [29:  Brooklyn Public Library website at https://discover.bklynlibrary.org/?event=true&eventage=Birth+to+Five+Years.] 

Toddle Time serves children from 18 months to three years of age.[footnoteRef:30] Librarians read aloud from picture books, engage in fingerplay activities, and provide playtime for toddlers.[footnoteRef:31] Run differently by various BPL branches, with times ranging from 25 minutes to two hours and with a variety of age ranges being targeted, the programs often start with storytime, include singing songs, and end with a playtime for meeting other children.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Brooklyn Public Library, “Kids,” supra.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Brooklyn Public Library website at https://discover.bklynlibrary.org/?event=true&eventage=Birth+to+Five+Years.] 

BPL offers Preschool Story Time for children ages three to five years of age to enjoy both new and classic picture books, favorite songs, and more.[footnoteRef:33] Some branches, like Park Slope, offer bilingual storytimes, while others offer their own variations, like Musical Preschool Storytime at Cypress Hills.[footnoteRef:34] Some BPL branches also offer informal Story Play events, which include stories and playtime, for children across the age span from birth to five years old.[footnoteRef:35] [33:  Brooklyn Public Library, “Kids,” supra.]  [34:  Brooklyn Public Library website at https://discover.bklynlibrary.org/?event=true&eventage=Birth+to+Five+Years.]  [35:  Brooklyn Public Library, “Kids,” supra.] 

On its website, BPL lists and explains the five practices that promote early literacy.[footnoteRef:36] For example, the “read” practice is elaborated in helpful terms that caregivers can easily understand: “Read with your child every day; [r[ead with your child in the language you know best; [and] [a]s you read together, point to letters and words on the page.”[footnoteRef:37] BPL’s website also offers a page on inclusive services to make it clear that programming is open to children with disabilities; for example, in some cases, American Sign Language (ASL) interpretation can be provided if requested in advance.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Id.]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  Brooklyn Public Library, “Inclusive Services, at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/inclusive-services.] 


NYPL
Little Learners programming at NYPL branches offers a variety of “music, movement, and multilingual fun for early learners,” with sessions offered for infants (0-18 months), toddlers (18 to 36 months), or preschoolers (three to five years) or a combination of age groups.[footnoteRef:39] For example, Adventures with Flor! is an opportunity for infants and toddlers to listen to a story and then create their own musical adventure with Latin GRAMMY nominee Flor Bromley; this program, offered in English and Spanish, was available last month (May 2025) at three library branches in the Bronx and Manhattan. Another example is Bilingual Birdies: Spanish Through Music, which is offered in English and Spanish in the Bronx and Manhattan; this is an eight-week series of classes taught by a musician, who uses songs, movement, dance, and puppetry to teach new vocabulary to toddlers and preschoolers.[footnoteRef:40] Other programs include Mozart for Munchkins: Symphony Superstars, Esther Crow: Climate Song and Story Time with Puppets!, and WeBop! from Jazz at Lincoln Center.[footnoteRef:41] [39:  The New York Public Library, “Little Learners at NYPL,” at https://www.nypl.org/spotlight/early-literacy/little-learners.]  [40:  The New York Public Library at https://www.nypl.org/events/calendar?keyword=little+learners:+bilingual+birdies&target%5B%5D=cr&city%5B%5D=bx&date_op=GREATER_EQUAL&date1=02/18/2025&location=&type=&topic=&audience=&series=.]  [41:  The New York Public Library, “Little Learners at NYPL,” supra.] 

NYPL Sings is an original album created by NYPL’s children’s librarians, where each song includes early literacy skills that caregivers can work on with children.[footnoteRef:42] NYPL’s website also provides brief advice for caregivers on what to do with children on each song (e.g., for the song “I Read Everywhere,” “point out words on street signs, bus stops, and shop windows, or go on a ‘letter walk’ and ask your child to find a specific letter in the neighborhood”).[footnoteRef:43] [42:  The New York Public Library, “NYPL Sings,” at https://www.nypl.org/education/early-literacy/nyplsings.]  [43:  Id.] 

NYPL’s website also includes a set of “Play Recipes,” which are downloadable and describe activities that children can do at home with adults or older siblings to develop early literacy skills through play.[footnoteRef:44] NYPL notes that its “Early Literacy team and [its] expert children’s librarians know firsthand how transformative play can be in a child’s life.”[footnoteRef:45] The more than 20 Play Recipes include Colander Sculpture, Mud Play, Sticky Wall Collage, Baby Disco, and Magnet Exploration.[footnoteRef:46] [44:  The New York Public Library, “A Celebration of Play: At-Home Play Recipes Using Everyday Materials,” at https://www.nypl.org/blog/2024/05/31/celebration-play-home-play-recipes.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.] 


1,000 Books Before Kindergarten
The 1000 Books Foundation is a national program that partners with library systems through its “1000 Books Before Kindergarten” program to ensure that children come to kindergarten having already been exposed to 1000 books read aloud to them at home by their parents and to encourage parent˗child bonding through reading.[footnoteRef:47] The Foundation notes that parents are their children’s first teachers in the critical early years before formal public education begins.[footnoteRef:48] Further, the Foundation notes the importance for young children to gain the confidence necessary to become strong readers, as reading is an early indicator of academic success.[footnoteRef:49] [47:  1000 Books Before Kindergarten website at https://1000booksbeforekindergarten.org/about-us/mission-statement/.]  [48:  Id.]  [49:  Id.] 

The Foundation’s challenge to parents is simple: 
· Read 1000 books (any books) to your child before kindergarten; 
· Repeat books if you wish; 
· Count books read to your child by siblings or preschool teachers or librarians or someone else;
· Keep a record of the books in whatever form you choose—on log sheets provided by the Foundation, in a journal, or online;
· Complete the Foundation’s certificate for your child when your child reaches the 1000 books goal.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  1000 Books Before Kindergarten website at https://1000booksbeforekindergarten.org/resources/.] 

Currently, hundreds of libraries across the country are participating in this program, including 12 branches of QPL.[footnoteRef:51]  [51:  1000 Books Before Kindergarten website at https://1000booksbeforekindergarten.org/find-a-program/ and email communication from QPL staff to Committee staff on May 12, 2025.
] 


CONCLUSION 
The Committee is interested in hearing more about the programming that each library system provides, the impacts on and outcomes for children who participate in the programming, what plans the libraries have for enhancing or broadening or expanding that programming, and how the City Council might support such efforts. 
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