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CHAPTER 10

Elmer the Elephant in the Zoom Room? 
Reflections on Parenting, Book Accessibility, 

and Screen Time in a Pandemic

Corinna Norrick-Rühl

On December 31, 2020, as well-lit and curated tweets were posted docu-
menting the books that tweeters had read in an unprecedented year, one 
encapsulated reading in 2020 for many bookish parents and carers. John 
Hay (@Hay47John) posted a picture of three messy piles of children’s 
books: board books and picture books, with bestselling titles such as 
Giraffes Can’t Dance piled up next to spin-offs of classics (The Very 
Hungry Caterpillar’s Easter Colors, The Very Hungry Caterpillar’s 
Christmas), interspersed with less recognizable titles, older editions of 
books by Dr. Seuss, and over a dozen Little Golden Books. “Here are all 
the books I read in 2020,” wrote John Hay (2020). The tweet struck a 
chord with me, as with many other Twitter users working from home and 
simultaneously caring for children during extended periods of lockdown. 
Just like in the viral tweet by scientist Gretchen Goldman, in which she 
juxtaposed a screenshot of her CNN interview with a “backstage” picture 
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of a messy, toy-filled living room and a stuffed bookshelf containing, for 
instance, Wine for Dummies (Schwedel 2020), parents working from 
home may have routinely tripped over toys or books on their way from the 
Zoom room to the refrigerator and back. Just as Chandni Ananth et al.’s 
chapter in this volume (Chap. 12) discusses the concepts of “book acces-
sibility” and “bookshelf insecurity” in relation to student lives during the 
pandemic, this chapter will center readers not otherwise represented in the 
volume: children, and by association, parents and other adults caring for 
children.

Children’s books do not exude “bookcase credibility” (@BCredibility).1 
They are hard to see on a Zoom screen, because they are more typically 
stored at children’s eye-level, in boxes near toys, or, for over-the-top 
bookish households, even in dedicated children’s book furniture2 instead 
of in more traditional shelving. However, while children’s books were not 
the “quarantine’s hottest accessory” (Hess 2020), they were, in many 
households with kids, the books most often handled and read in 2020. As 
daycare centers and schools closed in March 2020, parents struggled to 
reconcile their work responsibilities with their parenting responsibilities. 
For homeschooled children, digital devices (smartphones, tablets, laptops, 
or PCs) replaced the classroom, dramatically increasing children’s screen 
time and turning screen time into an obligation, not an option, for learn-
ing. Books and other media filled hours usually spent at extracurricular 
activities, socializing or in school and daycare. From celebrities who 
recorded read-alouds to fill children’s time (Maughan 2020) to free 
e-books published quickly to explain COVID to young children (Nosy 
Crow 2020)3 and audiobook streaming services such as Scribd or Audible 
offering free audio books during the first wave of lockdowns (Machemer 
2020)—bookish content seemed to be everywhere at once. Across 
markets, publishers and bookstores reported record sales for children’s 
books, especially activity books and coloring books. The UK Publishers 
Association (PA), as well as other similar organizations, celebrated these 
numbers as an indication of the importance of books. The PA wrote, not 

1 Bookcase Credibility Twitter account. https://twitter.com/BCredibility.
2 See, for instance, this rolling children’s book shelf by Vertbaudet, a French children’s 

clothing and accessories brand: https://www.vertbaudet.de/kinder-bucherregal-mit-rollen-
picknick- wei.htm?ProductId=705010424&FiltreCouleur=6350#vb-fp-tab%2D%2D2. 
Accessed October 29, 2021.

3 The book was translated into German and published by Beltz and Gelberg (2020) the 
same month. For more context, see Kamin (2020).

 C. NORRICK-RÜHL

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-05292-7_12
https://twitter.com/BCredibility
https://www.vertbaudet.de/kinder-bucherregal-mit-rollen-picknick-wei.htm?ProductId=705010424&FiltreCouleur=6350#vb-fp-tab%2D%2D2
https://www.vertbaudet.de/kinder-bucherregal-mit-rollen-picknick-wei.htm?ProductId=705010424&FiltreCouleur=6350#vb-fp-tab%2D%2D2


197

without pathos: “the nation turned to books for comfort, escapism and 
relaxation” and “reading triumphed, with adults and children alike read-
ing more during lockdown than before” (Flood 2020).

This narrative, however recognizable it may be to readers of this book, 
is not representative. The sales increases, and the long hours spent reading 
to children in lockdown, picking classics from well-stocked middle- and 
upper-class bookshelves, is a highly selective one. It is a narrative that 
focuses on middle- and upper-class reading, book buying, and book own-
ership habits—as well as on the realities of white-collar workers relegated 
to home offices. As I have argued elsewhere (Norrick-Rühl 2016), and as 
Stevie Marsden argues in a recent article, book ownership and book dis-
play are two intertwined, and deeply classed, activities (2022). The clas-
sism and deep-seated inequalities inherent to book ownership do not start 
in adulthood: as the UK-based National Literacy Trust has shown, hun-
dreds of thousands of children in the UK do not own a book of their own, 
while children who own books are six times more likely to read above the 
level expected for their age (2019).

Responding to and in conversation with these challenges, this chapter 
will try to give a voice to families and children who have suffered the brunt 
of the pandemic with schools and daycare centers closed, with extracur-
ricular activities canceled, and with access to books severely limited for 
months at a time. Children in the background have, in the meantime, 
become a regular addition to video calls. Similarly, their pandemic experi-
ence should also be considered alongside the perspectives in this volume.

While John Hay’s tweet may have found appreciation on Twitter and 
resonated widely, it is naïve, even dangerous, to assume that the abun-
dance of (children’s) books in academic households is the norm. As Lea 
Shaver writes in her landmark book Ending Book Hunger, we are “readers 
in a world of abundance” (2020). If you are reading this book—or, as she 
admits, hers, published by Yale University Press in 2020—you are part of 
a privileged minority of people who “struggle to manage our textual diets 
in the limited time we have” (ibid.). The same goes for this book and the 
problems and discussions probed in this entire volume. In a time of crisis, 
with a pandemic still sweeping the globe, the premise of this book may 
seem like a navel-gazing project of overprivileged academics. For instance, 
even as vaccinations became widely available, their distribution reinforced 
global inequalities in healthcare instead of alleviating them.

The full effects of pandemic school closures cannot yet be determined, 
but educational researchers were quick to hypothesize that the “COVID 
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slide” in reading and mathematics would be much more problematic than 
the annual “summer slide” of achievement during the longer summer 
breaks (Kuhfeld and Tarasawa 2020). As Sarmishta Subramanian wrote in 
the Globe and Mail in May 2021, “This has been, for many kids, a year of 
loneliness and missed milestones, of diminished family gatherings and 
playtime, a year spent away from school and in the glare of a screen” 
(2021). In many places of the world, even outdoor playgrounds—public 
spaces for safe play, cognitive and physical development, and socializing—
were closed.4 For weeks at a time, media, including books, but more often 
screen-based media, replaced all types of social encounters beyond imme-
diate family as well as physical activities and experiences.

Given my positionality as a university professor and mother of two chil-
dren not yet in school, the impetus to write this chapter was certainly 
informed by my own observations and experiences. In keeping with 
Garance Maréchal’s understanding of autoethnography, I will attempt to 
combine “self-conscious introspection” and “analysis of personal reso-
nance […] in dialogue with the representations of others” (2010). 
Countless scholars have turned to autoethnography to infuse their research 
during the pandemic, not only, but also due to closed libraries and shut-
tered campuses. As the editors of the recently founded Journal of 
Autoethnography mused when they founded a forum for autoethnographic 
research on and during the pandemic, “Researchers can use autoethnog-
raphy to demonstrate how abstract, abrupt, and vast changes affect par-
ticular lives: specific and contextual experiences of stress and survival, grief 
and loss, loneliness and connection, desires for structure and normalcy” 
(Herrmann and Adams 2020). Reflexivity is necessary, however, to go 
beyond the personal anecdote and “name and interrogate the intersec-
tions between self and society, the particular and general, the personal and 
the political” (Adams et al. 2015, 2). Universities closed quickly and made 
it possible for parents to work from home while caring for their children. 
As difficult as it may have been, academics are white-collar workers and 
thus the risk of infection at the workplace was almost non-existent in the 
early stages of the pandemic (granted, hasty re-openings increased the risk 
of infection in higher education teaching).

Geographically, I am located in Germany, which offered a generous 
national safety net to lessen the challenges imposed by the pandemic. This 

4 For context, cf. for instance this opinion piece on playground closures in Australia: 
Goldfeld (2021).
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locatedness (and my linguistic comfort zone) have also informed my 
sourcework, as almost all of my sources are either German-language 
sources or English-language sources. All of these details contribute to a 
privileged position from which I write. To give a fuller view, I will draw on 
a number of opinion pieces and early analyses about the effects of the pan-
demic on the children themselves, families more generally, and academic 
families specifically. Within the context of academic families, we are only 
starting to understand the catastrophic ripple effect of the so-called corona 
publication gap, which has already been seen to disproportionately affect 
women in academia (Viglione 2020).5 While this is not the topic of this 
chapter, it is important to note that COVID has had a detrimental effect 
to women in the (academic) workplace more generally as well and that this 
is expected to have long-term consequences for gender equality.6

The chapter will begin with observations on unequal book access and 
its effects. It will then consider the decrease in book accessibility during 
the pandemic, but also discuss the pragmatic and creative ideas and initia-
tives which brought books to families during lockdown(s).

“Book deserts” Before the CoVId-19 PandemIC

There is ample research to document the significance of access to print 
culture, in particular books, for children on their educational journey. In 
2010, M.  D. R. Evans, Jonathan Kelley, Joanna Sikora, and Donald 
J. Treiman made a splash with their paper on the availability of books in 
the homes of families across 27 nations—and the staggering success of 
book ownership as a predictor of academic achievement (2010). Their 
follow-up study collated data from 42 nations (Evans et  al. 2014). In 
essence, their studies confirmed the positive correlation between exposure 
to books in the home and a “way of life that involves esteeming, reading 
and enjoying books” with academic achievement, regardless of the national 
contexts and specificities (Evans et  al. 2014, 1573). This means that 

5 See also recent work such as Ribarovska (2021). In the interest of full disclosure, I would 
like to stress that any part I had in the conference “Bookshelves in the Age of the COVID-19 
Pandemic” as well as this chapter and my other contributions to this volume were only made 
possible by an atypically robust support infrastructure, including the efforts of my local day-
care center to re-open as safely as possible for children of working parents. My deepest thanks 
are due to my children’s wonderful daycare teachers at KiTa Bunte Wiese. I appreciate them, 
and the work they do, more than I will ever be able to express.

6 Cf. for instance Lerchenmüller (2021).
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making books available to children in their homes is a high priority of lit-
eracy campaigns. There are several literacy projects that give books to par-
ents of small children;7 other programs, such as the long-standing and 
long-term initiative “Books for Ownership” led by Reading is 
FUNdamental in the USA, strive to reach children in schools, and close 
the gap in book availability.8 These and other laudable initiatives try to put 
a book into the hand of every child. Research has shown that in the USA, 
the ratio of books per child is 13 to 1 for middle-class neighborhoods—
whereas in low-income neighborhoods, the ratio is 1 age-appropriate 
book for every 300 children (Neuman and Dickinson 2006, 31). Compare 
these numbers to, for instance, the books pictured in John Hay’s tweet.

As indicated above, Lea Shaver has recently introduced the concept of 
“book hunger” to describe the unequal forms of access to books and other 
reading materials (2020). The metaphor of starvation does not sit well in 
a postcolonial parsing; the term “book desert,” used to denote areas where 
readers do not have access to books through libraries or bookstores, may 
be a more adequate term to employ (End Book Deserts n.d.). As Shaver 
argues, even in pre-pandemic conditions, more than half of the world’s 
population, and more than one billion children, did not have access to 
books and/or suffered from the impact of unequal access to books. Shaver 
emphasizes the significance of access to books and reading materials as 
means to be included not only in educational opportunities, but also dem-
ocratic processes. Shaver, based in the USA, reminds her readers that mil-
lions of children living in the USA do not have access to sufficient funds 
for basic needs, let alone books (2020).

Importantly, however, books in the home can only fulfill their potential 
if the adult caregivers model a culture of reading and make time to explore 
the books together. In fact, German author and literacy campaigner 
Kirsten Boie heavily criticized an initiative in 2019 which offered one mil-
lion books to children—but only if they came to a bookshop to pick the 
book up. Boie asked, “Do one million free books really mean one million 
families will start reading to their children all of a sudden?” and called for 
more nuanced and thoughtful deployment of resources in a widely read 
op-ed (2019).

7 For examples see Stiftung Lesen (n.d.) (Germany); Anderson (2021) (UK); American 
Library Association “Books for Babies” (US) (n.d.).

8 Reading is FUNdamental [RIF] (n.d.).
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Exacerbating this, there are also countless children whose access to 
books is limited not through lack of resources, but because they are grow-
ing up in so-called low-literate families or low literacy homes in which the 
adults do not read well and lack the skills and knowhow to share a culture 
of reading with their children. Interestingly for our context here, in 
German, these families are denoted as “buchferne Familien” (families at 
remove from books), which emphasizes the book as a physical object in 
the home more than the English term. Germany’s Stiftung Lesen has con-
ducted longitudinal studies which show that the percentage of families in 
Germany which do not read aloud has not changed since 2013, despite all 
the funding and activities meant to boost family literacy (2019). For these 
children in particular, access to books and experiences with a culture of 
reading are limited to public daycare centers and schools and their integra-
tion of library visits and reading activities. A recent study in Germany 
showed that 91% of daycare centers integrate books into their daily rou-
tine (Stiftung Lesen 2021). This is good news in the first instance, but also 
emphasizes how shutdown deprived children of these impulses.

For book-centered academics in disciplines such as book history and 
publishing studies, whose research circles around books as objects and 
commodities, their materiality, history, and significance, Shaver’s statistics 
give pause. It is difficult to acknowledge that even within wealthy, western 
(and westernized) countries, where there is a massive overproduction of 
books, countless children still live in households without books or even 
without access to libraries. It is, however, imperative that book studies 
scholars and book historians refocus their gaze and realign expectations.

The unequal distribution of books and other print materials has found 
attention, for instance, in Susan B. Neuman and Donna Celano’s work 
comparing access to print across different types of neighborhoods within 
the confines of one US industrial city (2001). Considering the implica-
tions is one side of the coin, the other is improving the situation and “lev-
eling the playing field.” Besides the aforementioned initiatives to give 
books to families, a functioning public library infrastructure is key, though 
Neuman and Celano have also documented the challenges associated with 
“leveling the playing field,” using a case study of Philadelphia Library’s 
branch system in the early 2000s. As Neuman and Celano show, allevia-
tion of inequalities in access and literacy outcomes is multifaceted and 
complex (2006). Challenges notwithstanding, research has clearly proven 
the value of libraries within communities and specifically for children and 
families. In fact, a 2013 Pew Research Center study showed that the value 
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of libraries becomes particularly apparent to adults when those adults 
become parents or caregivers: “parents of children under 18 are more 
likely than other adults to say the library is very important […] and, among 
parents, mothers are more likely than fathers to say libraries are either very 
or somewhat important (87% vs. 80%)” (Zickuhr et al. 2013a). In addi-
tion, and significantly, “[l]ower income parents are more likely to view 
library services as very important” (Zickuhr et  al. 2013b). In the press 
release for the study, a researcher explained,

From the minute we started talking to library patrons in this research, it was 
apparent that parents are a special cohort because of their affection for 
libraries, their deep sense that libraries matter to their children, and their 
own use of libraries […] They do more and they are eager for more library 
services of every kind—ranging from traditional stuff like books in stacks 
and comfortable reading spaces to high-tech kiosks and more e-books and 
mobile apps that would allow them to access library materials while they are 
on the go. (Rainie 2013)

Pragmatic solutions, accessibility, and family-friendly opening hours are 
key in making books and other media and services available to families. 
While there is certainly much room for improvement in the public library 
system, public libraries all over the world9 manage to achieve impressive 
successes as community centers and literacy hubs despite constant funding 
pressures. These funding pressures can be seen most clearly in the UK, 
where over 800 library branches have closed in the last decade alone 
(Flood 2019). Most probably, the staggering economic cost of COVID 
will also trickle down to public institutions like libraries, schools, and uni-
versities, which may further exacerbate the issue of library funding and, by 
extension, book accessibility. These effects are not yet measurable. We can, 
however, look back to the past 18 months to get an impression of the shift 
in book accessibility during the pandemic, when book accessibility for 
children and families dropped dramatically.

9 For a wonderful visualization of public library distribution and funding worldwide, see 
the IFLA Library Map of the World. https://librarymap.ifla.org/.
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Book aCCessIBIlIty for ChIldren and famIlIes durIng 
the PandemIC

Mostly without notice, libraries, schools, and daycare centers closed. From 
one day to the next, school-aged children were forced to rely on the 
devices in their home to access their school and learning materials. While 
toilet paper and yeast were the products most widely spoken about in rela-
tion to a lack of stock, parents and other caregivers were also frantically 
looking for school supplies, craft supplies, as well as books and other media 
products to keep their children occupied for long lockdown days. Even for 
families able and willing to buy new books, the logistics of acquiring new 
reading materials were not always straightforward or available to people 
living outside of urban centers. Supermarkets generally offered a small 
book and magazine section through rack jobbers, but these sites for book 
acquisition were hotly debated during the pandemic and partly cordoned 
off in Germany to avoid unfair competition with shuttered bookstores. 
Independent bookstores creatively transitioned to curbside pick-up and 
delivery options,10 while Amazon even de-prioritized book distribution in 
the early days of lockdown in the USA (Milliot and Maher 2020).

Logistics notwithstanding, book sales, especially sales of children’s 
books, were surprisingly stable. Libraries, however, struggled with regula-
tions and requirements and were not able to offer their full services. 
E-lending services boomed, such as the Onleihe in Germany. A total of 
23.6% more books were borrowed via Onleihe in 2020 than in 2019 (ekz 
2021). In North America, e-book lending on OverDrive, which works 
with 90% of libraries 283 to offer e-books to their patrons, increased by 
53% on 284 average between mid-March and June 2020. Books for young 
readers who are already secure readers were particularly popular. As 
OverDrive said, YA nonfiction e-book checkouts were up 122% and juve-
nile fiction was up 93%. OverDrive also saw more than double the number 
of new digital library cards than in the same period in 2019 (Pressman 
2020). However, e-lending does not work for books for early readers, who 
need board books and picture books or books from early readers series 
which adhere to specific text-illustration ratios and have typography which 

10 See, for instance, Laud (2020) (Germany); Chu (2020) (UK); Gross 2020 (USA).
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is prepared precisely for unexperienced readers. As Maryanne Wolf has 
emphasized, printed materials are better for learning to read, and screens 
then can be employed for learning digital literacy, in pursuit of what she 
calls the “biliterate reading brain” (2018, 12).

Later in 2020, UK bookstores and industry associations launched a 
“books are essential” campaign to keep bookstores open during the sec-
ond wave of lockdowns. Claire Squires voiced her discomfort with the 
“books are essential” slogan, pointing out that books may be essential, but 
bookstores are not the only place to get books.

The argument for bookshops as essential, however, despite all the claims for 
civilisation and hope, is as much economic as cultural: the book as commod-
ity as well as beacon […]. The elision of books with bookshops is evident in this 
argument. Books are available in bookshops, books are good, ergo book-
shops are good. And indeed bookshops—large and small—can provide 
comforting and welcoming social spaces to some; with their latter-day inclu-
sion of espresso machines, events programmes and play spaces for children. 
But of course, so do libraries, which have a much greater role in social inclu-
sion, not least in terms of digital accessibility and warm dry spaces for the 
homeless. (Squires 2020)

Lockdowns deprived communities of these safe spaces. As the Seattle- 
based library manager Darcy Brixey said, “Libraries are one of the few 
places that anybody can go to without the expectation of having to buy 
something. […] That’s called loitering in every other business except a 
public library” (quoted in Ashworth 2020). Brixey emphasized that many 
public libraries have transitioned to being not only libraries for reading 
materials, but also for objects of daily use, such as tools, baking accesso-
ries, and even clothing for job interviews. As Brixey said, “Libraries […] 
serve as a lifeline for low-income families” (ibid.). Libraries also offer free 
Wi-Fi and free computer use to their patrons, which is of particular impor-
tance to the most economically deprived and the homeless.

As Sarmishta Subramanian and many others have observed, “The pan-
demic exacerbates pre-existing problems” (2021). While some families 
certainly increased spending on children’s books, with an uptick particu-
larly palpable in the area of activity books and educational materials, and 
some parents were able to dedicate more time than usual to reading 
together with their children, this is only a small part of the bigger picture. 
For many families, access to children’s books was severely diminished, as 
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daycare centers and libraries closed and school literacy programs fell victim 
to COVID restrictions.

The shutdowns, as necessary as they were, deprived children and fami-
lies of books. Most prominently, library infrastructure was no longer avail-
able, whether it was public libraries or libraries associated with schools, 
churches, or books made available informally through and in other com-
munity spaces. In a poignant piece in The Washington Post, Maggie Smith 
described this shift:

Since March, there have been many places I miss. I miss places in general—
destinations, spots on a map that are not my home, cities and countries I 
could drive to or fly to. Don’t even get me started on how, despite my life-
long fear of heights, I miss airplanes. I miss being above the clouds and 
seeing the quiltlike landscape beneath me transform over the hours.

But although I miss faraway destinations, what I miss most on a daily 
basis are my places—the coffee shops I loved to write in, the restaurants and 
bars where I’d unwind with my friends. One of the places my kids and I miss 
most is the public library. (2020)

During the pandemic, Lea Shaver herself went on record to speak about 
the effects of the pandemic on her household and on book access more 
widely. She stressed the difficulties of providing her children with new 
books to read on a regular basis, but also emphasized the lack of adequate 
reading materials for emerging readers to spend time with on their own. 
Shaver explained that the “children’s book market tilts heavily toward gift 
books, especially more complex picture books that adults will enjoy read-
ing to kids, or chapter books that an older child can read on their own. 
Materials that a young child can read with just a little help are in much 
shorter supply” (StoryWeaver 2020).

Even for families with books at home, then, accessibility to new or 
adequate books and reading materials, as well as other educational and 
recreational media available at the library, was highly limited. Juggling 
work, anxieties surrounding the pandemic, and other responsibilities, 
many parents turned on screens, as a replacement for nearly everything the 
children had usually spent time doing. A concrete example is the astound-
ing success of children’s home fitness and wellness videos on YouTube 
and/or offered as apps, with Jaime Amor’s beloved Cosmic Kids Yoga 
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channel just one of many examples of businesses which profited from the 
pandemic surge in screen time (Amor 2021).11

In lieu of the classroom, the halls, and the recess spaces of educational 
institutions, children relied on devices and screens to stay in touch with 
their teachers and fellow students as well as friends and relatives. Children 
were also, by necessity, “parked” in front of screens while their parents 
worked from home in front of other screens. As two journalists writing for 
the New York Times wrote in April 2020, “Just weeks ago, the sight of our 
toddlers entranced by screens first thing in the morning would have caused 
panic. Now? It’s a typical Tuesday. In fact, screens are on as we write this 
article. How else could we do it?” (Cheng and Wilkinson 2020). I would 
be remiss in my autoethnographic reflection if I didn’t admit that screen 
time increased significantly in our household as well, to a degree we never 
would have foreseen or accepted prior to the pandemic. In response to 
parental anxieties, the American Association of Pediatrics (AAP) quickly 
released a statement in March 2020 to clarify that the usual limits of screen 
time—described as “no screen time for children under 18 months and less 
than one hour of daily high-quality programming for 2- to 5-year-olds” 
(ibid.)—were probably too idealistic in light of the COVID lockdowns 
(AAP 2020). While the AAP and the New York Times both sought to alle-
viate parental fears of fallout from too much screen time in the early days 
of lockdown, the prolonged lockdowns have proven to have very real con-
sequences in relation to the mental, physical, and educational develop-
ment of children. One example is the so-called “pandemic slide” in 
reading.

It is already clear across national contexts that the “pandemic slide” in 
reading proficiency will cause long-term learning deficits. Research con-
ducted by the German literacy organization Stiftung Lesen in 2020 
showed that while readers, including children, who read regularly spent 
more time reading in 2020 than usual, the percentage of people, including 
children, who do not read regularly did not change substantially 
(Emmerlich 2021). In a similar vein, the UK National Literacy Trust 
showed that while children’s average reading times increased in the pan-
demic, the reading gender gap widened just as some children indicated 
their cramped living situations did not allow them a quiet place to read 
when everyone was at home (Clark and Picton 2020).

11 Discussed in Phelan (2020).
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CreatIVe solutIons, PragmatIC aPProaChes

As I have stressed, the mid-term and longer-term consequences of the 
pandemic are not measurable yet, but in order to end on a more optimistic 
note, I would like to gesture at creative solutions and pragmatic, hands-on 
approaches to increase book accessibility for underserved readers. These 
approaches and ideas were not all new; Leah Price describes some of the 
work of “biblioactivists” or “biblioboosters” in What We Talk About When 
We Talk About Books (Price 2019, 153–162). However, for instance, so- 
called little free libraries12 had their 15 minutes of fame during the pan-
demic, offering new reading materials to readers at no cost, and under 
ideal outdoor social distancing conditions. One new little free library 
steward reported that puzzles were even more popular than books, circu-
lating through in an astounding speed (Larusso 2020).

Simultaneously, as soon as they were able, many actual libraries adapted 
to the new situation and lent out pre-packaged book boxes to families. 
Some libraries even became hybrid healthcare centers, hosting vaccine 
clinics and offering free food in outdoor refrigerators to library patrons in 
need (Sausser 2021). Importantly, many libraries kept their Wi-Fi on, 
despite closures, to give patrons continuous access. Statistics such as those 
from the Washington DC Public Library emphasize how central these 
services were: by June 2020, they had registered almost 20,000 different 
devices logging in for more than 60,000 sessions on the internet 
(Wilburn 2020).

Underserved readers in particular were targeted through book distribu-
tion in shelters, food banks, and through other relief agencies: picking two 
of many examples, the nonprofit Win made books available in Brooklyn 
shelters, while on the other end of the USA, books were distributed to 
Alaskan children through the Alaska Fishing Industry Relief Mission and 
First Book (Aridi 2020; Locke 2020). Dolly Parton, whose Imagination 
Library is an unprecedented example for private philanthropism in the 
literacy sector, continued to distribute books and launched a read-aloud 
series for children online—in addition to funding and campaigning for 
vaccination (Snapes 2020).

Despite creative solutions and pragmatic approaches such as these, the 
pandemic has exacerbated existing inequalities in the education system 

12 Neighborhood book exchanges, usually made available in publicly accessible shelving 
outdoors.
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and has reinforced structural issues such as unequal access to books. While 
this chapter focused mainly on German, UK, and US perspectives, the 
global incongruencies in dealing with the pandemic are reflective of the 
inequalities that the world’s children are growing up with and into. A stark 
measure of the global differences is the number of school days missed by 
children in different countries, as compiled and published by UNICEF in 
the spring of 2021. In Panama, for instance, schools were fully closed for 
211  days from March 2020 to February 2021 (UNICEF 2021). The 
UNICEF study also emphasized that the countries where schools remained 
fully closed the longest were often the countries in which children did not 
have regular access to the internet. Thus, the worldwide educational and 
digital divide increased further.

Book studies and book history tends to privilege the culture of book-
ishness, considering book collecting and bibliophilia from shelfies to art-
ists’ books, and foregrounding the publishing industry and its often 
beautiful and culturally significant products, from cover to blurb. As this 
chapter has tried to show, it is crucial that we also engage more seriously 
and mindfully with questions of literacy, book accessibility, and inequality. 
Elmer the Elephant, The Very Hungry Caterpillar and all those other 
beloved children’s book characters and protagonists may have been invis-
ible in the Zoom room, but the work lies ahead of us as researchers: not 
only, but particularly in the wake of this pandemic. As researchers, we have 
the tools and methods to study and consider issues such as unequal access 
to books and book accessibility issues during and continuing after the 
pandemic. We also, in our publications and networks, have the platforms 
to knowledgably shed light on these issues and, ideally, to help alleviate 
unequal access to books—by advocating for libraries, supporting literacy 
programs, and spreading the word about the immeasurable impact of 
book accessibility and book ownership on children’s educational outcomes.
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