Nature Play: Loose Parts
The Theory of Loose Parts
Having a variety of materials available where children play allows them to choose what they
want to use and how they use it. Often children will choose to play with materials that they can
adapt and use in a variety of ways and will change how they use the parts in the middle of a
game, or between games. Many times, children use things in ways adults have never
considered. These are loose parts.
Why focus on loose parts? Loose parts encourage creativity and imagination. They help children
develop more skills and areas of competence than most modern toys. Loose parts can be
combined with other materials, including toys, to encourage make believe play.
Motivating Question: What can you do with this? What else can we do with it? What else?
What are you making? That’s cool. What’s this for? What are you going to use next? It looks like
you are making a house. Is that a house? It’s not! What is it?
NOTE for Grownups: it is fun to do these activities with your children but remember when
they (not you) lead the activity they learn problem-solving skills and gain confidence.
Directions
1. Go for a walk. When exploring the idea of loose parts, especially when it is a new idea
for both adult and child, go for a walk and see what attracts your (both adult and child)
attention.
2. Anywhere outside will have natural loose parts, but the more natural the better. The
great outdoors provides endless, and inexpensive, opportunities for loose parts play.
3. Collect materials as you walk (remembering to be a good steward and not pick entire
living plants)
4. When you stop for a rest, let the children direct the play. If they need help getting
started, you can model play by suggesting you have a tea party or building a shelter, or
asking, how many different things can a stick become? How many ways can you use a
rock?
5. Step back and let the children direct the play and see where things go!
To learn more:
https://www.fantasticfunandlearning.com/outdoor-play-with-loose-parts.html
https://www.theempowerededucatoronline.com/2017/05/open-ended-play-materials-foroutdoors.html/
https://tecribresearch.wordpress.com/2015/07/16/intentionality-with-loose-parts-playingtinkering-and-messing-about/
https://extension.psu.edu/programs/betterkidcare/early-care/tip-pages/all/loose-partswhat-does-this-mean
https://www.inspiringscotland.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Loose-Parts-Playweb.pdf
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