Establishment of toy library pilot project in Zwide in collaboration with Psychology Department
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The establishment of a toy library in Zwide originates from the mandate of the HIV/AIDS Unit, which strives to address the challenges associated with the HIV and AIDS pandemic. This initiative, supported by Vodacom South Africa, aims to contribute to the development of a society where play is valued as an essential part of the lives of children with HIV/AIDS as well as other vulnerable children.

Many children, residing in Zwide and elsewhere in the world, are either infected with HIV or affected by the devastation caused by HIV and AIDS. In areas where poverty abounds, compounded by high levels of unemployment, it is the children who suffer most as they are the most susceptible to the psychological trauma which they are exposed to on a daily basis within their families, or within their neighborhoods. In many instances pre-primary children do not play and laugh as normal children do, very often it is because they do not have access to safe areas, where they have the freedom to be children and play freely. They are thus frequently deprived of the normal physical and intellectual stimulation required for normal development. Extensive research has revealed that play contributes to the physical, mental, social and emotional development of children (Bratton & Ray, 2000). Children learn through play by imitating, exploring, creating, solving problems and co-operating. Play entertains and challenges both children and adults. 

Children may be viewed as one of the most valuable assets in a country for they are the future of any country. The prosperity of a country is heavily dependent on the psycho-social wellness of those who lead its socio-economic development and political leadership. South Africa, which has the fastest growing HIV/AIDS epidemic in the world, much more time and effort, needs to be devoted towards the reduction of abnormal stress factors, particularly concerning our children. 

A toy library can be broadly defined as a service that provides access to a collection of play materials including toys, games, puzzles, activities, educational aids and general play equipment. The emergence of toy libraries in South Africa commenced in the late 1960s and to date there are approximately 77 fully functional toy libraries. Toy libraries provide suitable play materials, which encourage the development of a child's natural abilities. The presence of a toy library provides low-income families access to play materials and instills an awareness of the importance of play to parents. Children are able to take toys home, much the same as a conventional library. Children pay a nominal fee of R1.00 and may retain the toy for a maximum period of two weeks, however, should they wish to exchange the toy before the due date they may do so. A toy library is thus a cost-effective method of providing a wide variety of learning experiences for all children.

Graded play activities, which are co-ordinated by trained facilitators at toy libraries, help a child to make steady progress, physically, emotionally and intellectually. A child's self-confidence increases with each toy enjoyed and mastered. Professional therapists who work with children report that children who are receiving therapy and who are also linked to a toy library generally improve at a faster rate. The interaction occurring in the toy library also enables children to learn to share toys, to look after them and furthermore contributes to the development of important interpersonal skills. 

NMMU as an engaged and values driven university strives to develop graduates who are capable of delivering a quality service within their specialised field. In the context of HIV/AIDS, counselling skills have a critical role to play. In order to contribute towards the learning programme of undergraduate psychology students and concomitantly also contribute towards the sustainable development of a community outreach programme, the Psychology department was selected to play an important role in the establishment of the Zwide Toy Library. Six psychology (B.Psych) students underwent training by the Friends for Life (FFL) professional toy library staff from Johannesburg. The aim of this training programme is to support the gross and fine motor skill development of underprivileged children in the Zwide community. It also served to develop children emotionally and intellectually, with enjoyment and fun being a vital secondary objective. 

The students allocated one day a week in their formal programme for a period of six weeks for the duration of the programme. Students participated in the programme every alternative week at the toy library implementing their newly acquired educational intervention skills, within a pre-select group of children at the toy library. The HIV/AIDS Unit assigned a mentor for the accompaniment of the students on their assigned days to support, coordinate and oversee the programme and to ensure that the learning outcomes for the programme are achieved. A BA Honours student was assigned to document the process as part of the compulsory research component for her degree. It is envisaged that this programme will be used as a vehicle to encourage other faculties to become involved and create a more multidisciplinary approach to early childhood development. 

HIV/AIDS curriculum infusion into all disciplines is an important strategic objective of the sector driven Higher Education Against AIDS (HEAIDS). The toy library project thus strives to make further inroads by bringing the reality of HIV/ AIDS into the classroom. This innovative approach creates a synergistic combination of research; training and community outreach in order to make a tangible contribution to the vision and mission of NMMU and to contribute towards sustainable development of the Eastern Cape.
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