
  

To design inclusive storytimes: An 
exploration of reflection in the work of 
children’s librarians 

 

Abstract 
Public library storytimes offer informal learning 
opportunities for young children. Many librarians now 
offer inclusive storytimes to meet the needs of diverse 
families with young children. However, the planning 
and delivery of these programs present a design 
challenge--how to select appropriate materials and 
deliver inclusive activities. A series of workshops, 
grounded in design principles and techniques, seek to 
present a design-based framework for planning and 
delivering inclusive storytimes using the concepts of 
iteration, action, and reflection. 
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Introduction 
Public library storytimes are informal learning 
spaces where young children develop early 
literacy skills with the guidance of children’s 
librarians (Campana et al, 2016; McKechnie, 
2006). Today, storytimes take on many forms, 
from world language storytimes offered in 
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languages other than English, to block play 
storytimes that emphasize STEM concepts. 
However, some storytimes include elements that 
are not reflective of the library’s community and 
can conflict with that community’s values. One 
world language storytime encouraged attendees 
to join in a dance activity, without knowing that 
that particular culture discourages dancing. This 
misstep creates a gulf between the institution and 
the community. Storytimes may also lack the 
materials that would expand a child’s world, open 
them up to new experiences and cultures, and 
provide mirrors, windows, and sliding doors 
(Bishop, 1990) for the families in attendance. 
Librarians need to understand their communities 
(Hildreth, 2013), but they also need strategies and 
techniques to know how to develop culturally 
sensitive and inclusive programming to provide 
early learning opportunities in safe spaces to all 
children from all walks of life through inclusive 
programming.  
 
Background 
Storytime planning, delivery, and reflection compose a 
storytime design model (Mills, Campana, & Clarke, 
2016) that can impact how librarians plan and deliver 
inclusive storytimes. When librarians are aware of what 
they’re doing in the moment, they can approach their 
work as a dynamic, ongoing process. A recent study 
showed that librarians often do not have time for 
personal assessment, despite an interest in both 
reflecting on their own practice and receiving feedback 
from others (Mills et al., 2015). Nevertheless, librarians 

are clearly iterating and revising their practice, both in 
the moment of the program and in stolen pockets of 
time following their storytime programs. And yet 
librarianship as a discipline has not historically defined 
itself according to the principles of design (Clarke, 
2016; Mills, Campana, & Clarke, 2016).  

Archer (1982) defines design as “a way of looking at 
the world and imposing structure.” Designers seek to 
change existing structures to how they could, or 
should, be (Liedka, 2004). The design principle of 
reflection-in-action, defined by Schön (1991) as 
reflecting while an action is taking place without 
disrupting that action, and questioning in a critical 
manner the action itself; an “on-the-spot experiment.” 
Reflection-in-action demonstrates tacit knowledge on 
the part of the individual, as well as a repertoire of 
practices on which the individual can draw in the event 
of an unexpected change or problem. If librarians were 
aware of the instances in which they demonstrate 
reflection-in-action, they might regard their level of 
expertise differently and be more confident in their 
ability to plan and deliver inclusive storytimes to 
children and families. 

Proposed Study 
I intend to study how design principles and techniques 
can be used to introduce the concepts of reflection-in- 
and on-action (Schön, 1991) to children’s librarians 
who are already beginning to offer inclusive and diverse 
storytimes for families and young children. Their 
emergent work will offer opportunities for action, 
iteration, and reflection as they seek to better serve 
their diverse communities through literacy rich and 
cultural programming. 



 

My research questions are as follows: 

• How are librarians offering inclusive 
storytimes? What elements make up an 
inclusive storytime? 

• How are librarians exhibiting reflection-in-
action in their planning and delivery of 
storytimes? 

• What if any successes and/or challenges do 
librarians experience when they deliver 
inclusive storytimes? 

• How if at all might an awareness of the concept 
of reflection-in-action impact librarians in their 
planning and delivery of inclusive storytimes? 

• How might exposure to reflective design 
techniques enable librarians to develop their 
own strategies to plan and deliver inclusive 
storytimes? 

Research Methodology 
Stage 1: I will perform inductive and deductive coding 
of existing transcripts from a previous study (Mills et 
al., 2015), surfacing emergent themes as well as 
detecting examples of terms relating to reflection, 
drawing on Schön’s definition of reflection-in- and –on-
action. These codes will inform the content and 
approach for Stage 2. 

Stage 2: I will offer a 3-part series of design workshops 
with children’s librarians in Seattle and Pittsburgh that 
will provide a foundation for using reflection as a 
professional development tool in libraries. The sessions 
will use the design technique of a journey map (IDEO, 
2015), reimagined as a storytime timeline, to serve as 
a visualization of the inclusive storytimes and provide a 
framework for further discussion in later sessions. I will 

use design stories (Parrish, 2006), also known as 
scenarios, to probe each storytime timeline in depth 
with the group, presenting opportunities for 
participants to both reflect on the program and 
recognize instances of reflection in the work they do. 

 Part 1 will consist of an introduction to the 
study, the research questions, and the outcomes for 
the workshops, as well as an introduction to the design 
principles of iteration, action, and reflection. 
Participants will share their own understandings of 
design and successes and challenges in the work they 
do to  

 Part 2 will feature hands-on design activities, in 
which librarians will create timelines of their inclusive 
storytimes, detailing the elements that occur. Each 
participant will walk the group through their timeline, 
explaining each element. Then participants will discuss 
similarities and differences and look for instances of 
reflection-on-action. I will then insert design stories, 
examples of potential problems that could occur during 
the programs. Participants will respond to the design 
stories and recognize how they utilize reflection-in-
action to adjust and revise in the moment. 

Part 3 will focus on discussion and future 
planning regarding how to utilize design principles and 
techniques in upcoming program planning and delivery, 
using reflection-in-action as a way to emphasize 
learning by doing and continually improving one’s 
professional practice. 

Stage 3: I will analyze the visual artifacts as well as the 
transcripts from the workshops using discourse analysis 
and visual analysis techniques to understand the 



 

progression of the participants through the workshop 
and the impact of the design workshops on participants’ 
perceptions of the planning and delivery of inclusive 
storytimes. 

Conclusion 
Librarians want to work toward the goal of 
incorporating empathy, community needs, and play into 
the programs they create for the children and families 
we serve. By using the design process and relying on 
the prior experience and repertoire present in our 
communities of practice, librarians can engage in 
constructive design discussions that push them to 
reflect on their actions and create new knowledge 
through these actions. Librarians can develop a better 
understanding of how reflective professional 
development can improve their practice and how the 
design process of iteration, reflection, and 
experimentation can lead to stronger, more 
community-focused programming in their libraries. 
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