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The purpose of this thesis is to understand current kodomo-bunko in Japan. Kodomo-bunko is a
compound word composed of kodomo, which means children, and bunko, which originally meant a
place to collect and store privately-owned books. Kodomo-bunko means a private children’s library
system that is unique to Japan and run by volunteers. This system developed soon after World War II
when some individuals, primarily mothers, wanted to start a library for neighborhood children with books
they owned to improve children’s reading environment. The movement spread rapidly throughout the
country.

Although public libraries have been enhanced and popularized, many kodomo-bunkos still exist.
This study seeks to address why kodomo-bunkos are started, what maintains them, and what
mechanisms support them.

To understand kodomo-bunkos, questionnaires were sent to operators in 2010, and 528 valid
responses were obtained. The data show that many operators started kodomo-bunkos because of a
fond childhood reading experience and a desire to share reading with children. In addition,
kodomo-bunko was a form of connection between operators and society.

The data also show that the number of kodomo-bunkos has decreased, partly due to the aging and
decreasing number of operators. All three core elements of kodomo-bunko—place, book collection, and
spirit—are not always maintained when the founding operator leaves. Book collection, particularly, is the
most important of the three. Based on qualitative analysis of interviews with operators, the form of
continuation of kodomo-bunko was patterned. As for the motivation to continue, operators identified
kodomo-bunko’s role and public interest. Operators shared a sense of mission to maintain their activity.

Bunko associations and the Tokyo Children’s Library were identified as mechanisms that support
kodomo-bunkos. In the late 1960s, bunko associations were formed to provide operators with
opportunities to learn and interact, and to connect society with kodomo-bunkos. Many current bunko
associations transformed themselves from organizations that simply bundle kodomo-bunkos to those
that work to improve children’s reading environment. The Tokyo Children’s Library—established in
1974—is a unique private children’s library formed by four kodomo-bunkos with the aim to enrich
kodomo-bunkos, children’s libraries, and children’s books. Since then, the Tokyo Children’s Library has
played an important role in ushering in the current form of kodomo-bunko, providing a model for

children’s services in public libraries, and publishing quality children’s books.
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Following the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, three kodomo-bunkos were born in
Rikuzentakata city, Iwate prefecture where the municipal library was destroyed by the tsunami. This
proves that those who are interested in children and children’s books will take action to create
kodomo-bunkos when children’s reading environment has suffered. Kodomo-bunkos work flexibly and
quickly to respond to gaps that public libraries cannot fill.

This research demonstrates that children’s reading environment in Japan has improved through not
only reading facilities provided by kodomo-bunkos and public libraries, but also a reading promotion
movement, publishing culture, and so on. The flexibility of kodomo-bunkos and the Tokyo Children’s

Library enable the network that works to improve children’s reading environment.
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