Loose parts play: using everyday objects for creative play

What loose parts play means

Loose parts play means giving children everyday objects that can be moved,
combined, stacked, sorted, carried, torn apart, and rebuilt. The key feature is
not what the object is, but what the child can do with it. A cardboard tube may
become a telescope, a bridge, a megaphone, or part of a castle. A scarf may
become a river, a costume, or a road marker. Because there is no single correct
use, the child stays in charge of the idea.

This child-led flexibility is what makes loose parts different from closed toys
with one fixed purpose. A closed toy may still be enjoyable, but a loose part
invites experimentation and revision. Children can test an idea, change it, and
test it again. That pattern of trial, error, and revision is often where

creative play begins.

Parents and educators often like this approach because it uses things already
at home, in childcare, or in the classroom. It can be playful, low-cost, and
easy to rotate. It also invites a range of abilities: some children will build,
others will arrange, carry, sort, or role-play. All of these are valid forms of
engagement.



Why everyday objects can strengthen thinking

Research on loose parts play is promising rather than definitive, but it points
In a consistent direction. A review focused on preschool children suggested
that loose parts play may support cognitive development, including creativity,
problem-solving, and flexible thinking. In practical terms, open-ended
materials for children invite divergent thinking: the child must generate
possibilities instead of copying one model.

That process can exercise executive function during play, a cluster of skills

that includes working memory, inhibitory control, and mental shifting. When a
child remembers a plan, adapts after a tower falls, or resists the urge to
abandon a challenge too quickly, they are practicing important thinking skills.
This is one reason creative play in child development is discussed as more than
entertainment.

A systematic review also found that loose parts play can be associated with
more physical activity in some settings, although the research is mixed and the
overall evidence base is still limited. Children may carry objects, squat,

reach, climb, balance, or move between play zones. Socially, the same materials
can encourage negotiating, sharing space, and solving small conflicts. The
important point is not that loose parts are a treatment, but that the

environment can quietly support learning.

Choosing loose parts for home, childcare, or school

The best loose parts are simple, varied, and safe for the age group. In
preschool classrooms, open-ended materials for preschoolers often include
objects that are easy to move and combine without giving one fixed answer.

Cardboard boxes, cartons, and paper tubes

Fabric scraps, ribbons, scarves, and old kitchen towels

Wooden spoons, large measuring cups, and plastic bowls

Large lids, rings, pegs, clips, and fabric squares

Pinecones, leaves, shells, and other natural items that have been checked and
cleaned

Blocks, rope, bubble wrap, egg cartons, and large craft offcuts



For younger children, choose larger items that cannot fit fully into the mouth.
For older preschoolers and school-age children, the range can widen, but
supervision still matters. Good materials are usually sturdy, washable, and not
precious. If an item breaks easily, sheds sharp pieces, or creates a choking
hazard, it does not belong in the loose parts basket.

Rotation also helps. Children often see old materials in new ways when you
remove a few items and add one or two different ones. That small change can
refresh interest without overwhelming the child.

How to set up safe, inviting play

Loose parts play works best when the environment is easy to understand. Place
materials in low, open baskets or trays so children can see what is available.
Keep the area uncluttered at first, especially for toddlers or children who are
easily overstimulated. A floor mat, table, or outdoor surface can all work well

if the space is stable and free of hazards.

A helpful adult role is often to observe, narrate, and ask open questions

rather than to direct every move. Phrases such as "What could this become?" or
"How do you want to connect these pieces?" can support thinking without taking
over the play. If the child is stuck, you can offer one small suggestion, then

step back again.

Children with sensory sensitivities may need a gentler start. That could mean
fewer textures, less noise, or a predictable routine for putting materials
away. Children with motor challenges may benefit from larger objects, lighter
pieces, or materials that are easier to grasp and place. The goal is not
perfect play; it is accessible play that respects the child’s abilities.

What children learn through loose parts play

Loose parts naturally invite symbolic play in early childhood, because objects
can stand in for other ideas. A bowl can become a helmet, a stick can become a
fishing rod, and a blanket can become a cave. This ability to let one thing
represent another supports imagination, narrative thinking, and flexible
language use.



Pretend play and self-regulation often grow together. Children may have to wait
for a turn, protect a structure from falling, cope with disappointment, or
negotiate whose idea to follow. Those moments can be small, but they matter.
They give children repeated practice in calming themselves, shifting plans, and
staying engaged even when play becomes difficult. This is part of the broader
value of creative play in child development.

Loose parts can also support fine motor control and bilateral coordination as
children grasp, pinch, stack, pour, tie, and attach objects. At the same time,
the social side of play matters. When two children decide that one box is a bus
and another is a shop, they are building a shared story. That shared story is
not just fun; it is a form of language, collaboration, and social imagination.

When to adapt the activity or ask for advice

Children do not need to love loose parts to benefit from play, and not every
child will engage in the same way. If a child often mouths or swallows non-food
items, cannot safely handle the materials, becomes persistently distressed, or
shows marked difficulty coordinating grasp, release, or balance, the setup may
need to be simplified.

Professional guidance is especially helpful when there are known developmental,
motor, sensory, or swallowing concerns. A pediatrician or occupational

therapist can advise on safer materials, needed adaptations, and whether a
developmental evaluation or screening would be appropriate. That kind of
support is not a failure of parenting or teaching; it is a practical way to

match play to the child.

It is also worth seeking advice if you notice a loss of previously used skills,
frequent frustration that does not improve with simple changes, or very limited
engagement across many kinds of play. Those situations deserve individualized
attention. Loose parts play should feel challenging in a good way, not
overwhelming.



