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Draft Early Years Strategy
Consultation response
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Overview of toy libraries
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A toy library enables families to borrow a large variety of 
educational toys, games, and puzzles in a process similar to that of 
a book library. These toys suit children from birth to primary school 
and beyond. 

Toy Libraries Australia’s members have a specific focus on 
promoting the educational value of play for younger children, 
encouraging positive adult/child interactions through play, and 
creating strong community connections in a setting that 
encourages the sustainable use of resources.

There are 380+ toy libraries across Australia, with over 175,000 
people using a toy library each year. Our member toy libraries 
operate in a variety of formats and settings, but most are 
community organisations run primarily by volunteers.

Toy libraries’ basic lending services are generally self-funding 
through membership fees, fundraising and corporate sponsorships; 
although limited grants from philanthropic sources and local 
government funding enable toy libraries to extend their toy 
collections. In the last year the Australian and Victorian 
governments have provided the first ever multi-year 
commitment to toy libraries.
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Snapshot of Toy Libraries in Australia

Source: Toy Libraries Australia membership records, other known toy libraries, 2023.
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There is good toy library coverage in Victoria, WA and SA, but many gaps in 
Queensland, NSW, NT and Tasmania

Victoria
147 toy libraries

23,300 children

New South Wales & ACT
72 toy libraries

18,600 children

South Australia
45 toy libraries

27,000 children

Western Australia
82 toy libraries

5,800 children

NT
4 toy libraries

1,500 children

Queensland 
34 toy libraries

3,700 children

Toy library distribution and membership 
2023

Tasmania
3 toy libraries

<200 children



6

Theory of change for Australian toy libraries

Stakeholders Services Outcomes Impact

Children

Parents and 
caregivers

Early years 
providers and 
professionals

Governments

Funders

Regular volunteers

Toy donations and repairs

Lending of quality toys and 
resources

Education on play-based 
learning

Provision of information about 
local services

Opportunities to connect with 
and learn from others

Welcoming community space

Volunteering opportunities

Connected and resilient community 
with reduced social isolation

Increased workforce participation

Less toys end up in landfill

Families have more money available

Improved school readiness

ImpactsOutcomesActivitiesStakeholders

Child development
• All children have equitable access to toys that suit their developmental 

needs, regardless of their financial circumstances
• Children have fun while learning through play
• Children learn to share and consider others
• Children embrace diversity and difference
• Parents and caregivers play with their children more often
• Parents and caregivers can better support their child’s learning

Parental and caregiver wellbeing and community connection
• Development of community networks and support structures
• Increased participation in social activities
• Decreased concern about their child’s development
• Parents and caregivers know where to go for help

Economic benefits
• Member families save money by not buying as many toys

Skills development
• Committee members develop leadership and management skills
• Volunteers gain confidence to return to workforce
• Volunteers learn work-relevant skills
• Recent migrants learn English and have local work experience

Environmental sustainability
• Toy are shared and reused by many families
• Toys are regularly played with for much longer
• Support purchasing of quality, sustainable and ethical toys

Improved mental wellbeing of parents 

and caregivers

Families develop strong relationship 
by playing together

Equity of access to early years services

Note: activities and outcomes are ordered to simplify the flow of the arrows. The order is not an indication of importance.

Source: : Toy Libraries Australia. (July, 2023)
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Draft early years strategy 
consultation response
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Toy Libraries Australia supports the early years strategy but would like to see 
‘play’ and ‘learning’ combined in the outcomes

Consultation question Toy Libraries Australia’s response

Does the vision reflect a strong aspiration for 
children in the early years?

We strongly agree that the vision articulates a strong aspiration. We support the framing of the 
vision using Bronfenbrenner’s social ecological theory of child development.
The vision may be a little wordy to be easily understood by parents and the general public.

How important is it to you that the vision 
includes a reference to

a) children thriving?
b) children reaching their full potential
c) the role of families?
d) the role of communities? 

Children thriving and the role of families and communities are very important to be retained in 
the vision. 
Although ‘reaching their full potential’ talks to the future aspirations of families for their children 
it could be removed to improve understandability. If children are thriving in the early years then 
they are provided with a strong foundation to reach their fulfil potential later in life.

How important is each of the outcomes in 
the Early Years Strategy?

All the outcomes articulated are critical to be included in the early years strategy. We are 
particularly pleased that the role of play is specifically called out. However, we suggest not 
separating the concepts of ‘play’ and ‘learning’. As Belonging, Being & Becoming – The Early 
Years Learning Framework for Australia acknowledges, pre-school children learn through play. 
Play is both fun and educational. If young children are playing, they are learning and if 
we want them to learn we should provide more opportunities for them to play!

Do you agree that the 5 guiding principles 
align with the Australian Government’s goal 
of supporting children and families in the 
early years? 

We agree with the 5 guiding principles. 
Regarding principle 5, we support ‘continually building’ the evidence base by undertaking 
Australian research to understand what innovative community-led approaches work in the early 
years. This includes developing mechanisms to collect and assess qualitative as well as 
quantitative evidence for community-led interventions that don’t have the same resources for 
evaluation as professional led services.
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We also suggest separating the second priority focus area into ‘empower 
parents’ and ‘make services and supports accessible and responsive’

Consultation question Toy Libraries Australia’s response

How important are each of the following 
priority focus areas?

a) Value the Early Years
b) Empower parents
c) Support and work with communities
d) Strengthen accountability and 

coordination

These four priority focus areas are all extremely important and should be retained in the 
strategy. However, we would suggest splitting priority focus area 2. Points 2.1 and 2.2 are 
about empowering parents and caregivers, whereas 2.3 and 2.4 are about making the 
services and supports accessible and responsive to the needs of families. 

Does the draft Early Years Strategy include a 
clear explanation of what matters most to 
improve early childhood outcomes. 

Yes, however, it is not particularly succinct, and the importance of families, communities and 
society is hidden in the middle of a longer discourse.

The draft Early Years Strategy is inclusive and 
respectful of the diversity of all children. 

Yes, but with the recent release of the NDIS review the final version of the strategy and the first 
action plan should integrate relevant recommendations from the NDIS review.

I found the Strategy easy to understand. The core elements of the strategy are easy to understand for people working in the sector. A 
summarised version in plain language is required for the wider community to engage with the 
strategy.
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Toy libraries can play a significant role in delivering the desired Early Years 
Strategy outcomes 

Early Years Strategy outcomes: How toy libraries can help realise the vision

Toy libraries:
• Are a place for children
• Enhance the home learning environment, which is proven to have an 

independent and significant impact on child development 
• Encourage and strengthen connections between parents/carers and 

children through play
• Ensure children have equitable access to toys that suit their 

developmental needs, regardless of their financial circumstances
• Support children to play and imagine, breaking down traditional silos 

(e.g., girls/boys toys)
• Help children embrace diversity and difference

Toy libraries:
• Create communities for new families and as they journey 

through their children’s early years
• Welcome families from all backgrounds and inclusively 

support all needs
• Build on existing community strengths and enthusiasm
• Are easy to access for working or struggling parents
• Encourage intergenerational engagement through 

grandparent memberships and volunteering
• Provide a father-friendly early years setting
• Support the rights of the child to play

Toy libraries:
• Improve parent and carer wellbeing 

through peer connection and 
support

• Decrease parental concern about 
their child’s development

• Provide a soft entry point to other 
early years services

• Help families know where to go for 
help
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Toy libraries can support the priority focus areas of the Early Years Strategy

Proposed items for the first Early Years Action Plan

Strengthen 
accountability 
and coordination

11. Articulate the role and 
responsibilities of the 
Australian Government in 
relation to toy libraries

12. Undertake research to: 
a) quantify the social value 

of toy libraries
b) develop the evidence 

base for different toy 
library models to guide 
future development

Empower 
parents and 
caregivers

3. Fund toy libraries to run 
parent education and 
community connection 
events

4. Support toy libraries to 
better understand and 
coordinate with other early 
years services to better 
advise and support families 

5. Expand funding to TLA to 
support toy library 
volunteers and families

Value the early 
years

1. Use toy libraries to engage 
with fathers, working 
parents and diverse 
communities

2. Promote the Rights of the 
Child to Play (Article 31) 
through celebration of 
World Play Day (28 May)

Support and 
work with 
communities

9. Support communities to 
establish toy libraries in 
areas of need that do not 
have a toy library

10. Establish toy libraries in 
integrated child and family 
centres and other place-
based approaches

Makes supports 
accessible and 
responsive

6. Provide base/grant funding 
to all toy libraries to 
provide the financial 
sustainability required to 
grow

7. Make toy libraries part of a 
continuum of supports to 
address the needs of all 
children with disability and 
developmental concerns

8. Increase parents’ 
awareness of toy libraries 
through greater promotion

Proposed new focus area 
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Contact us
Debbie Williams, Chief Executive Officer
debbie@toylibraries.org.au
0411037941
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